RETURNEES’ REINTEGRATION AND CONTRIBUTIONS IN A POST CONFLICT SOCIETY: A CASE STUDY OF AFGHAN RETURNEES FROM IRAN by AHMADI, Yaser Mohammadali
  
 
RETURNEES’ REINTEGRATION AND 
CONTRIBUTIONS IN A POST CONFLICT 
SOCIETY: A CASE STUDY OF AFGHAN 
RETURNEES FROM IRAN 
By  
Ahmadi Yaser Mohammad Ali 
51211602 
 
Thesis Presented to the Higher Degree Committee 
Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific University  
September 2013 
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of 
Master of Science in Asia Pacific Studies 
i 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
I would like to thank my supervisor Professor A. Mani. This thesis would not 
have been possible without his help, support and patience.  
I would like to acknowledge the financial and technical support of JICA, 
particularly to PEACE team for their generous help and support. 
I also would like to thank my seminar-class members who always encourage me 
and gave me valuable advices.  
Last but not least, I would like to extend my gratitude to my loving family and 
friends who always supported and encouraged me in my study and writing of this thesis. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ii 
 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
LIST OF TABLES ............................................................................................................ v 
LIST OF FIGURES .......................................................................................................... vi 
ABSTRACT ....................................................................................................................vii 
DECLARATION ........................................................................................................... viii 
CHAPTER 1: Introduction ................................................................................................ 1 
1.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................ 1 
1.2 Research Problem ................................................................................................ 10 
1.3 Research Objectives, Questions and Significance ............................................. 15 
1.4 Methodology of the Research .............................................................................. 16 
1.5 Limitations of the Study ...................................................................................... 17 
1.6 Thesis Outline ....................................................................................................... 17 
1.7 Summary ............................................................................................................... 18 
CHAPTER 2: Background of Afghan Refugees, Iran and Repatriation ......................... 20 
2.1 History of the Conflict in Afghanistan and Refugees ....................................... 20 
2.2 Policy of Iran towards Afghan Refugees ............................................................ 24 
2.3 Repatriation .......................................................................................................... 29 
2.3.1 Repatriation prior 2002 ................................................................................... 30 
2.3.2 Repatriation after 2002 ................................................................................... 32 
2.4 Summary ............................................................................................................... 36 
CHAPTER 3: Review of Literature ................................................................................ 37 
3.1 Repatriation and Reconstruction ........................................................................ 39 
3.2 Returnee’s Capital ............................................................................................... 41 
iii 
 
3.2.1 Flow of aid and assistance .............................................................................. 42 
3.2.2 Flow of skills and capital ................................................................................ 44 
3.2.3 Social capital ................................................................................................... 49 
3.3 Reintegration ........................................................................................................ 50 
3.3.1 Economic reintegration and employment ........................................................ 52 
3.3.2 Housing and landlessness ................................................................................ 54 
3.3.3 Social reintegration ......................................................................................... 56 
3.4 Summary ............................................................................................................... 60 
CHAPTER 4: Methodology ............................................................................................ 61 
4.1 Research Questions .............................................................................................. 61 
4.2 Research Description ........................................................................................... 62 
4.3 Research Sites ....................................................................................................... 64 
4.4 Research Sample .................................................................................................. 65 
4.5 Data Collection and Analysis .............................................................................. 66 
4.6 Summary ............................................................................................................... 69 
CHAPTER 5: Findings and Discussion .......................................................................... 70 
5.1 Repatriation .......................................................................................................... 70 
5.1.1 Reasons for repatriation .................................................................................. 72 
5.1.2 Preparation for repatriation ............................................................................ 83 
5.2 Reintegration Challenges ..................................................................................... 87 
5.2.1 Housing and property disputes ........................................................................ 87 
5.2.2 Employment and economic reintegration ........................................................ 93 
5.2.3 Social reintegration ......................................................................................... 96 
iv 
 
5.3 Returnee’s capital ........................................................................................... 101 
5.3.1 Flow of aid and assistance ............................................................................ 101 
5.3.2 Flow of skills and education .......................................................................... 103 
5.4 Life Comparison ................................................................................................. 116 
5.5 Summary ............................................................................................................. 119 
CHAPTER 6: Conclusion and Recommendations ........................................................ 120 
6.1 Outcomes for Research Objectives ................................................................... 120 
6.1.1 Repatriation ................................................................................................... 122 
6.1.2 Reintegration challenges ............................................................................... 123 
6.1.3 Returnee‟s capital .......................................................................................... 124 
6.1.4 Life comparison ............................................................................................. 126 
6.2 Recommendation ................................................................................................ 127 
6.2.1 Reintegration challenges ............................................................................... 127 
6.2.2 Returnee‟s capital .......................................................................................... 130 
6.3 Implications for Future Research ..................................................................... 130 
6.4 Summary ............................................................................................................. 131 
BIBLIOGRAPHY ......................................................................................................... 132 
APPENDIX A ............................................................................................................... 139 
APPENDIX B ................................................................................................................ 142 
 
 
 
 
v 
 
LIST OF TABLES 
 
Table 1.1 Returnees from Iran by Year                                                                              9                                                                                                   
Table 2.1 Number of Returned Refugees since 2002                                                       35                                                                                   
Table 5.1 Occupational Transformation of Informants                                                  104                                                       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
vi 
 
LIST OF FIGURES 
 
Figure 2.1 Number of Afghan refugees in Iran 1980-1990                                              23                                             
Figure 2.2 Return Trends since 2002                                                                               34                  
Figure 5.1 Number of Returnees from Iran by Province of Residence in Iran                72                    
Figure 5.2 Returnees Numbers from Iran                                                                         76                     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
vii 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
Afghanistan has witnessed one of the largest repatriation operations since the 
attack of the United States and its allies in 2001. From that time, more than 5.7 million 
Afghan refugees have returned. These returnees faced various obstacles in their re-
integration into their home society. Ironically, they are considered as an extra burden for 
the Afghan government. Most of researches in the field mainly focus on the negative 
aspects of mass return and the extra burden that the returnees cause. Afghan government 
and the international communities have neglected the contributions of returnees in 
building Afghanistan in the post conflict time. This study explores the challenges and 
difficulties that the returnees face in their repatriation as well as their contribution in 
developing the Afghan society. Qualitative method with in-depth interviews, focus 
groups and personal observation was applied to collect data two neighborhoods in 
Kabul, Afghanistan namely Barchi and Khair Khana. The research informants were 
approached by using snowball-sampling technique. Seventeen heads of households were 
interviewed at their work places, markets, offices or houses and six people participated 
in the group discussion. The findings show that returnees face numerous challenges in 
their reintegration into the society such as lack of housing, poor economic condition and 
social reintegration. However, despite the challenges that they face, returnees play a 
beneficial role in post war reconstruction of Afghanistan through their skills, 
experiences and education that they obtained before repatriation.  
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CHAPTER 1 
Introduction 
Refugee settlement is an important element of state reconstruction in post 
conflict societies. There are many ways that returnees could contribute to the 
reconstruction process. First, the reintegration of returnee population is one of the first 
national objectives of transitional states. Second, returnee population is human resource 
for development. Third, the state cannot achieve legitimacy when a significant 
proportion of its population remains outside the territory it controls (Petrin, 2002). This 
paper discusses the Afghan returnees from Iran in post war Afghanistan.  
1.1 Introduction 
 
Afghanistan was politically stable until 1973. In that year, King Zahir Shah was on 
an official overseas visit.  His cousin Daoud Khan launched a bloodless coup and 
became the first President of Afghanistan. On 17 April 1978, the People‟s Democratic 
Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) a Marxist party that had support of the USSR conducted a 
coup against President Daoud‟s government and took control of the country. The 
widespread rebellion and power struggle between the two factions of the PDPA, Khalq 
and Parcham led to Soviet intervention and dispatch of the Red Army to Afghanistan in 
December 1979 (Adelkhah & Olszewska, 2007). 
The Afghan refugee crisis emerged after Soviet Union‟s invasion in 1979. Afghan 
religious leaders declared Jihad (holy war)
 
against invaders and launched attacks against 
USSR and Afghan troops. White House policy makers saw Mujahdeen
 
(warriors) as a 
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secret weapon to weaken Soviet Union and to retaliate against USSR support to 
communist‟s fighters in the Vietnam War. The situation worsened after the involvement 
of Pakistan and the U.S in this war. Pakistan saw the war in Afghanistan as an 
opportunity to establish Islamic block countries against its competitor and enemy India. 
Large numbers of weapons and massive supplies flowed to Mujahdeen through Pakistan. 
Insecurity and violence began to be widespread all over the country, millions of people 
were displaced and their daily lives were affected by the insurgency and forced to leave. 
Between 1979 and 1989, half of all the refugees in the world were Afghans and since 
then Afghanistan became the largest producer of refugees and had one of the most 
prolonged refugee crisis in the world (Rubin, 1996). 
Afghanistan is a multiethnic society with Pashtun, Tajik, Hazara and Uzbek 
forming the major ethnic groups of its population. About 2.3 million ethnic Pashtun fled 
to Pakistan. Pashtuns preferred Pakistan because large numbers of Pashtun live in the 
northern area of Pakistan and some Pakistani Pashtuns and Afghan Pashtuns belong to 
the same tribe. Soviet occupation of Afghanistan resulted in massive flight of 2.9 million 
Afghans from different ethnic groups (Hazara, Tajik and Uzbek) to Iran between 1979 
and 1989 (Abbasi-Shavazi & Glazebrook, 2006). Hazara and Tajik speak Persian which 
is the official language of Iran and that was an important factor for them to choose Iran 
for asylum. In addition, Hazara are followers of Shi‟a sect and Iran was the best place 
for them to seek refuge.  
The educated and elites who were not part of the communist party found their 
way to Europe, U.S and India. With the situation worsening in the 1980‟s, more people 
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joined the Jihad process against the Soviet and Afghan forces. Mujahdeen were 
equipped with new weapons that came through Pakistan and guerilla war was spreading 
(Turton & Marsden, 2002). 
Movement of population from Afghanistan was mainly due to insecurity 
engendered by war. During the cold war, Moscow intended to drag more countries on its 
side and Afghanistan was on its agenda. Moscow was not satisfied with division among 
leadership of communist parties and decided to intervene directly to secure the situation 
in Afghanistan. Soviet presence couldn‟t secure Afghanistan and in contrast uprising 
spread. The USSR Air force planes were bombing villages and civilian casualties were 
increasing. Most of Afghan population lived in rural areas and agriculture was the 
backbone of the economy. By 1980‟s Moscow‟s policy makers began a depopulation 
strategy in Afghanistan. More than half of the farms were subject to aerial bombings and 
25 percent of the irrigation system which was crucial for agriculture was destroyed 
(Kaplan, 2001). Life became harder for Afghans in rural areas and they were forced to 
leave their houses and land behind and flee to Iran or Pakistan. 
Due to lack of security, many factories and small businesses were closed. People 
faced difficulty in finding jobs and the cost of living increased. Mujahdeen conquered 
new villages and cities and began to rule these areas. Unemployment, poverty and 
inflation rates were increasing and the country was in chaos. Some Afghans claim that 
they left the country to protect the honor of their daughters from getting raped by 
soldiers (Abbasi-Shavazi, Glazebrook, Jamshidiha, Mahmoudian & Sadeghi, 2005).  
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Many families were not able to feed themselves and their lives were in danger. 
Afghans left in response to Islamic preachers encouraging Hijra (the act of emigration 
which its roots goes to Prophet Mohammad‟s time). History of this preaching goes to 
Prophet Mohammad‟s times when he moved to Medina due to hostility of some Meccan 
tribes after he began to preach about his new religion (Turton & Marsden, 2002).   
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan coincided with the Iranian revolution. The new 
leadership in Tehran condemned the invasion of their neighboring country and 
announced its support to Mujahdeen. Imam Khomeni‟s famous motto “Islam has no 
borders” attracted refugees who were seeking a safe place to live in (Kabulpress, 2008). 
Iranian policy towards Afghan refugees was considered as open door policy at that time 
(Abbas-Shavazi & Glazebrook, 2006). Iranian government had second thoughts about 
these refugees at that time and perceived them as economic refugees (Turton & 
Marsden, 2002). Iranian government established a few camps that were destroyed later 
and refugees were left to find their own accommodation and most of them settled in poor 
neighborhoods of major cities such as Tehran, Mashhad, Esfahan, Karman and Qom 
(Adelkhah & Olszewska, 2007).  
A year after the Iranian revolution, another war in Iran attracted more Afghan 
refugees to Iran as some jobs became available to them. In September 1980, Iraqi troops 
crossed Iranian border and entered Iranian territory and the war lasted for eight years. 
Many young Iranians were voluntarily dispatched to frontlines and it was the best 
chance for refugees to replace them (Abbasi-Shavazi, Glazebrook, Jamshidiha, 
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Mahmoudian & Sadeghi, 2005). Large numbers of Afghans started to work in 
construction and agriculture. This event encouraged those who left their families behind 
to invite them to join them in Iran. Small groups of Afghans also participated in Iran-
Iraq war. According to official statistics, 314 Afghans lost their lives in the frontlines 
(Qasran website, 2012). 
The USSR invasion was not the only reason for emergence of the refugee crisis. 
The civil war that happened also escalated this crisis. On February 1989, Soviet Union 
withdrew all its troops from Afghanistan after nine years of military intervention and it 
was the sign for ending Jihad. The Kabul government collapsed in 1992 and the 
Mujahdeen established a new government. The new government was not able to secure 
the country and offer stability and later divisions among their leaders emerged and 
dragged the country into another civil war. By the 1990‟s the number of refugees in Iran 
peaked to 3 million mainly in urban areas (Turton & Marsden, 2002).  
The Iranian policy towards Afghan refugees was inconsistent. Iranian 
government gave Afghans the status of Muhajerin (people who seek exile for religious 
reasons) and denied their rights under the 1967 Convention and Protocol for Refugees. 
For Iran, the hosting of Afghan refugees was a religious and humanitarian duty and not 
an obligation (Turton & Marsden, 2002). Most of the Afghans who arrived between 
1979-1992 were issued “Blue Cards” (Adelkhah & Olszewska, 2007) that could be 
revoked anytime and those cards let them access to subsidized health care and education 
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and permission to stay in Iran but later these entitlements were reduced (Turton & 
Marsden, 2002).  
The situation of registered and documented refugees was better than non-registered 
refugees. With the passing of time both catagories faced new restrictions. Blue card 
holders had access to those services until 1995 but were banned from having their own 
businesses and most of them worked as manual laborers with low wages and as street 
vendors (Abbasi-Shavazi, Glazebrook, Jamshidiha, Mahmoudian & Sadeghi, 2005). By 
the 1990‟s a big concern was growing about these refugees and the Iranian government 
undertook new policies to prevent illegal entry and encouraged repatriation. These new 
policies included registration of Afghans in Iran in collaboration with UNHCR in 
preparation for repatriation, deportation campaigns, reduction of education and health 
services and restrictions on employment of Afghan workers (Abbasi-Shavazi, 
Glazebrook, Jamshidiha, Mahmoudian & Sadeghi, 2005).  
Iranian government began to focus on domestic economic and social concerns 
such as unemployment and since then Iranian law enforcement authority changed its 
attitude towards Afghans, many were harassed. Bureau for Aliens and Foreign 
Immigrants Affairs (BAFIA) was established under the Ministry of Interior to administer 
refugee affairs. As a first step by BAFIA, the blue cards were confiscated from refugees. 
Some refugees returned to Afghanistan and the rest received temporary permits valid for 
a month and not supposed to be discontinued (Adelkhah & Olszewska, 2007). In 1992, 
the Iranian government signed a three-year repatriation agreement with the new 
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government of Afghanistan and UNHCR. Iranians began to encourage Afghans to return 
to Afghanistan and over 600,000 refugees returned and this was the first phase of 
repatriation (Turton & Marsden, 2002). Between 1992-1995 from the fall of Najibullah 
government and the rise of Taliban, 1.3 million Afghans returned to their country 
(Abbasi-Shavazi & Glazebrook, 2006). 
Iranian government began to lose its patience towards Afghan refugees 
especially with the new power change of government in Afghanistan. In 1994, a group 
of religious students took control of Kandahar province. They later became known as 
Taliban. One year later, they captured Heart and shortly took control of the major cities 
such as Jalalabad, Kabul, Mazar-i-Sharif. Taliban started to implement what they called 
purist Islamic law and women were faced with more restrictions under their rule than 
men. Many Afghans left Afghanistan under Taliban suppression and came to Iran. 
Iranian government‟s attitudes toward Afghans began to harden especially with the new 
arrivals.  
A new law was passed by Iran‟s parliament in 2000 which aimed to force 
Afghans to leave the country (Abbasi-Shavazi, Glazebroo, Jamshidiha, Mahmoudian & 
Sadeghi, 2005). Under the new law foreigners were banned from possession of work 
permits.  A small number of Afghans were excluded from this new restriction. They 
were refugees whose life would be endangered in case of return. The Iranian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs was responsible for determining such cases (Abbasi-Shavazi & 
Glazebrook, 2006). In order to organize Afghan refugees, BAFIA launched a new 
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registration campaign in cooperation with UNHCR that was carried out in 2000.  Many 
Afghans registered in a program called Amayash which intended to facilitate the 
repatriation and refugee management. Under this program, the option was given to 
refugees to take advantage of assisted repatriation program resulting in 130,000 Afghans 
being repatriated (Adelkhah & Olszewska, 2007) and this was the second phase of 
repatriation. Blue card holders and newly registered Afghans were issued new cards and 
those who were not registered in this registration campaign were regarded as illegal 
immigrants and liable to be picked up by the police and often deported (Turton & 
Marsden, 2002). 
By June 2000, the Ministry of Labor and Social Work launched new campaigns 
against Afghan workers and their employers. The employers of those workers were 
subject to heavy fines and imprisonment. The new law came after the increased 
complaints about Afghans in Iran and sentiments that Afghans were taking jobs of local 
people due to low wages. Many Afghan small workshops were closed and some work 
permits were revoked by inspectors (Abbasi-Shavazi, Glazebrook, Jamshidiha, 
Mahmoudian & Sadeghi, 2005).  
U.S. operation Enduring Freedom conducted by U.S. and its allies from late 2001 
was considered a milestone for the Afghan nation. Installment of Afghan Interim 
Administration was good news for refugees who lived in exile and it was the time for 
repatriation. Pakistani and Iranian media were talking about the flow of aid money and 
great opportunities after reconstruction projects were begun. In December 2001, 
UNHCR and Iranian government signed a new agreement with the new Afghan 
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government and promised to provide assistance to refugees who were willing to 
repatriate voluntarily and it began in April 2002 and was extended many times 
(Adelkhah & Olszewska, 2007). By October 2010, 859,561 returned from Iran under 
voluntarily repatriation programs and about 1,402,975 repatriated spontaneously 
(Kronenfeld, 2011). 
                               Table 1.1 Returnees from Iran by Year 
Year Assisted Spontaneous 
2002 259,662 117,364 
2003 131,751 124,605 
2004 375,682 74,976 
2005 63,063 225,815 
2006 5,264 238,384 
2007 7,054 155,721 
2008 3,656 74,733 
2009 5,980 163,957 
2010 7,449 227,420 
Total 859,561 1,402,975 
Source: Kronenfeld (2011, p.4) 
Returnees in general and particularly those who returned from Iran obviously had 
high expectations but faced challenges in their reintegration into Afghan society. 
Majority of them had adapted to Iranian culture and values and over half of the total 
number of returnees were born in exile. In addition to that, they had also adapted to 
Iranian accent which is different from Afghan accent so the residents humiliated them. 
They often used Iranigak term which means little Iranian to insult them. 
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This study investigates the difficulties and challenges that returnees from Iran 
faced and their contributions upon repatriation. It is expected to provide an insider‟s 
perspective as compared to the researches carried out by non-Afghans about refugees 
and returnees. My family migrated to Iran when I was six years old and I lived as a 
refugee for more than twelve years there and returned to Afghanistan in 2002. I would 
like to cover the impact of refugee return to Afghanistan.  My experience helps me to 
have better insights about the returnees‟ situation in Afghanistan. 
1.2 Research Problem 
 
Afghanistan has witnessed one of the largest repatriation operations since 2001. 
The repatriation of refugees was accelerated in 2002 and since then more than 5.7 
million refugee returned to Afghanistan in the world‟s largest ever voluntary repatriation 
operation (UNHCR, 2012). Around four million were assisted by UNHCR, International 
Organization for Migration (IOM), the Afghan Government, and foreign and domestic 
NGOs in their repatriation to Afghanistan. The number of returnees decreased after 2007 
due to deteriorating security situation and drought. Lack of employment opportunities, 
poverty, lack of adequate standards of living, lack of health services, lack of education, 
lack of potable water, were the major problems facing returnees (Afghanistan 
Independent Human Rights Commission, 2011).  
Some studies have been done by international organizations about returnees 
(Kronenfeld, 2011; Macdonald, 2011;UNHCR, 2012). In these studies, the returnees are 
considered as an extra burden for Afghan government which already faced many 
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challenges. These papers only covered some of the main challenges that returnees faced 
in the reintegration into Afghan society. Majidi (2012) states that reintegration process 
should result in the disappearance of differences in legal rights and duties between 
returnees and their compatriots and the equal access of returnees to services, productive 
assets and opportunities. According to the available studies, landlessness, unemployment 
and cultural differences are the main challenges for reintegration.  
The major problem is the landless status of many returnees. Many of them have 
fled without their land and property documents. In addition, their houses and properties 
might have been destroyed, lost or confiscated while they were living in exile. 
Therefore, ownership disputes become common after repatriation among those who fled 
and those who remained during the conflict. In addition, Macdonald (2011) reports that 
some families find that their properties are occupied by powerful warlords and elites. In 
such cases, many families will not bother to reclaim their land or properties. 
Under the Afghanistan National Development Strategy (2008), the Government 
of Afghanistan established the Refugee, Returnee, and Internally Displaced Persons 
(IDPs) plan whereby it become committed, with the support of the international 
community, to provide access to land for returning refugees. The government‟s land 
allocation scheme for returnees is so overwhelmed and there are already tens of 
thousands of families on the waiting list (Afghanistan Independent Human Rights 
Commission, 2011). 
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Majority of the returnees who resided in rural areas before migration to Iran 
never returned to rural area. Instead, they chose major cities such as Kabul, Heart and 
Mazar-i-Sharif for resettlement upon return. This phenomenon is due to several reasons 
including, insecurity in their home provinces, lack of linkage to their family and 
communities following decades in exile, absence of adequate education and health 
facilities in rural areas, lack of livelihood opportunities for many returnees who have 
been employed in urban roles or cash for work jobs while in exile (Macdonald, 2011).  
Kabul‟s population has increased drastically in recent years to 4.5 million people from 
1.5 million in 2001. Returnees form one-fifth of the population in urban areas. Price of 
housing and land has increased recently due to high demand and many returnees are not 
able to acquire land or a house. 
The second challenge faced by returnees and non-returnees is unemployment. 
Many refugees returned in hope to rebuild their lives in safety and dignity after years of 
forced exile. Some returnees have learnt different professions in exile but they could not 
find adequate jobs in Afghanistan and the government also failed to provide them with 
job opportunities.  According to Afghanistan‟s Independent Human Rights Commission 
Report, over 51 percent of the returnees mentioned lack of employment as a main reason 
of their dissatisfaction with repatriation (Afghanistan Independent Human Rights 
Commission, 2011). Large number of Afghans worked as daily labor in construction and 
agriculture in Iran. Afghan labor market has low capacity and is unable to absorb them. 
Though billions of aid money is spent in Afghanistan but still no significant industrial 
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effort has been done that could provide job opportunities for returnees and non-
returnees.   
The third problem for returnees that hampers their reintegration is the cultural 
differences.  Many returnees left the country at an early age and over half of them have 
been born in exile. They grew up in host countries with different cultures and they 
brought those cultures that are different to Afghan custom and traditions. By walking in 
Kabul you can recognize from people‟s accent and dressing style which country they 
returned from. Sometimes there is clash between imported values from exile and 
indigenous values. As a result, some returnees cannot adjust with the new life in 
Afghanistan. This issue causes psychological problems and marginalization of some 
returnees (Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission, 2011).  
So far, all studies have mentioned negative aspects of mass return and the extra 
burden that they cause for Afghan government and society. These studies neglected the 
role of returnees in post conflict situation and returnees capital. There is no study about 
returnees‟ capital in Afghanistan. Helling (2007) concludes that the Bourdieu concept of 
“social capital” and Jacobson model of “refugee resources” can be extended to analyze 
and examine the developmental and reconstruction potential of returnees.  He defines 
returnee capital as “the sum of characteristics, resources and stimuli unified in a 
formerly displaced person that derive from his/her life experience prior to flight as well 
as during exile, and are of value for the larger community‟s livelihood (re)construction” 
(2007, p.24). According to this definition the higher education and skills that returnees 
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brought from exile are capital that could play a big role in the reconstruction of war-torn 
Afghanistan.  
According to Mohsen Pakaeen, the director of Afghanistan‟s Department of 
Ministry of Foreign Affair of Iran, about 4,000 students had graduated from higher 
education institutions and 316,000 from governmental schools in Iran (Jamejam, 2011). 
Since 2002 many higher education institutions have been established in Afghanistan and 
some of them have been founded by returnees from Iran. Moreover, large numbers of 
their instructors have graduated from Iranian universities. According to Asadullah 
Amiri, cultural attaché of Afghan embassy in Tehran, “Significant number of ministers, 
parliament members and number of high position officials have lived and studied in 
Iran” (Farsnews website, 2011). Majority of the Afghans who work in TV and cinema 
industry in Afghanistan have also lived in Iran.  
In addition to knowledge and expertise that returnees might have gained during 
the time of being refugees, nowadays they may also have achieved skills, livelihood 
strategies and approaches to community organization and social interaction. They 
brought new values to the society which is not familiar to Afghan society. They interact 
with other Afghan refugees from different ethnic groups in exile due to common 
sentiment of being refugees and established trans-ethnic relationships. New skills, ideas 
and attitudes which returnees acquired in exile actually play important roles in the 
development of the home country but the non-returnees might have different 
perspectives of them. 
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This research will expose the neglected parts of the lives of returnees and expose 
the contribution of refugee returnees from Iran. It will describe the necessity of „returnee 
capital‟ and argue that despite the challenges that they face, they can play a beneficial 
role in the process of reconstruction.  
1.3 Research Objectives, Questions and Significance  
 
Over 1.5 million Afghan refugees have been repatriated from Iran since 2001 and 
half of them have been born in exile. Those documented refugees had an opportunity to 
study in Iran and others learnt different professions and skills. This study has three main 
goals: 
 To explore the main reasons for repatriating to Afghanistan. 
 To have better understanding of the main obstacles and challenges that returnees 
face. 
 To highlights contributions of refugee returnees from Iran. 
This research tries to answer the following questions:  
 What are the main motivations for returning to Afghanistan? 
 What are the main challenges that they face in Afghanistan? 
 What are the contributions of refugee returnees from Iran?  
 How do they find their current situation compared to their life in exile?  
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The significance of this study is to show the impact of Afghan returnees from 
Iran and their role in Afghanistan. I hope this research could contribute to knowledge of 
the potential role of returnees in post conflict states and war-torn countries. Though 
Afghan returnees from Iran may not have played a significant role in Afghanistan‟s 
economy by investment after the war comparing to returnees from Europe, Australia and 
North America, they still transferred their knowledge and expertise to the society.  
1.4 Methodology of the Research  
 
The research is qualitative and data were collected through in-depth interviews, 
focus groups and personal observations. The researcher visited two neighborhoods in 
Kabul (Barchi and Khair Khana) that have large population of returnees from Iran. The 
informants were approached by using the snowball-sampling technique. For this 
research, 17 heads of households were interviewed at their work places in the markets, 
offices or houses. 
For the interviews, semi-structured interviews comprising an introductory 
sequence of closed questions eliciting demographic data (region of origin, education, 
occupation and household structure) were used. Then, it was followed by open-ended 
questions on the subject of their history of migration, education and skills acquired in 
exile. In this interview, informants were asked about their perspectives on contribution 
of refugee returnees from Iran and comparison of the current situation as returnees with 
their life in exile. The same questions were used in focus groups session and five people 
have participated in that discussion. 
17 
 
1.5 Limitations of the Study 
 
This study focused on returnees from Iran, their main challenges and the capital 
that they brought from exile. Large numbers of returnees from Iran live in other 
provinces such as Heart and Mazar-i-Sharif and it is impossible to cover all of them. 
Therefore, this study is focused on returnees who live in Kabul. There are not enough 
data about the population of returnees, demographic data, their education, skills, etc. The 
other difficulty is that despite the prejudice and assault that some Afghan refugees faced 
while in Iran, many returnees deny that they had lived there. This avoidance of the past 
often becomes an obstacle for the researcher to get insights about their experience in 
Iran. 
There is limited literature about refugee returnees in Afghanistan. Some 
informants were reluctant to talk about their family structure, their income, and assets. 
However, some of them did not mind sharing their experiences in Iran after I told them 
that I also lived as a refugee in Iran for more than 12 years.   
1.6 Thesis Outline 
 
This thesis is divided into six chapters. This chapter described the emergence of 
Afghan refugee crisis, the situation of Afghan refugees in Iran and acceleration of 
repatriation since 2001. It also discussed the research problem, research objectives and 
questions, methodology and limitations of study. Chapter two highlights the chronology 
of the conflict in Afghanistan, Afghan refugee crisis, policy of Iran towards Afghan 
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refugees and repatriation operation. Chapter three illustrates the theoretical and 
empirical review of returnees and the problem they face and the skills that they returned 
with. Refugee and returnees from other countries such as Cambodia, former Yugoslavia, 
Eretria, Mozambique, Siera Leone, are also discussed in this chapter. Chapter four 
covers methodology and the techniques used for collecting the data. Chapter five is the 
data analysis of returnees‟ reintegration challenges, returnees‟ capital and comparison of 
life in exile and home. The final chapter provides the conclusion and recommendations 
of the research.  
1.7 Summary 
 
From 1979 to 1989 more than 5.7 million Afghan were displaced and migrated to 
neighboring countries like Pakistan and Iran. Large numbers of them settled in Iran even 
though Iran refused to give them refugee status but issued blue cards that allowed access 
to free education and health care. Shortly later, civil war began and this also caused an 
influx of refugees to Iran and the number of refugee rose to 3 million in the 1990‟s. 
Iranian government lost its patience toward them and in 2000 new restrictions were 
passed by the Iranian parliament which made refugees life harder. With a new 
government in Kabul in 2001, a tripartite agreement was signed by Afghan government, 
Iranian government and UNHCR. Since then the repatriation program has accelerated 
and more than 1.5 million Afghan refugees in Iran have returned to Afghanistan. Large 
numbers of them have studied in schools and higher education institutions in Iran and 
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others learnt skills and professions. Therefore, this study focuses on their human capital 
and the main challenges that they face after repatriation. 
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CHAPTER 2 
Background of Afghan Refugees, Iran and Repatriation 
The collapse of the Taliban in 2001 and the establishments of new political system 
sent strong message to Afghan refugees in the neighboring countries that it is time to 
return. Though significant numbers of refugees have returned home, still Afghanistan 
has high number of refugees abroad. Refugees have returned under different 
circumstances and they differ in their motivations for return. In addition, some of them 
have prepared well for repatriation while others might not have made any arrangement. 
 According to UNHCR (2012), it is estimated that since 2002 more than 5.7 
million refugees have returned to Afghanistan mainly from Pakistan and Iran. This 
chapter discusses the history of the conflict in Afghanistan and highlights the fled of 
Afghan to neighboring countries. In addition, it explores the policy of Iran toward 
Afghan refugees and illustrate Tehran‟s policy shift. Furthermore, it investigates 
repatriation phases with focus on current repatriation operation which has been 
considered as largest repatriation operation in the history of UNHCR (Stigter, 2006).  
2.1 History of the Conflict in Afghanistan and Refugees 
 
Afghanistan is a landlocked country which is located in the heart of Asia. Its 
geopolitical location links it to the Indian subcontinent, Central Asia and Iranian plateau. 
In the past, Afghanistan was ruled by many outsider empires and at times it also became 
center of its own empires (Barfield, 2010). The population of Afghanistan is comprised 
21 
 
of Pashtun, Tajik, Hazara, Uzbek, Turkmen, Baloch and some minor ethnic groups. The 
territory of Afghanistan was formally established in the 19
th
 century to serve as a buffer 
zone between great powers of that time, namely British India and czarist Russia 
(Jazayery, 2002). The country remained neutral during first and second cold world wars 
and later on become the cockpit between the United States and Soviet Union (Barfield, 
2010). The country was ruled by Pashtun since its establishment. The last king of 
Afghanistan, Zahir Shah was overthrown in 1973 by coup led by his cousin Mohammad 
Daud (Jazayery, 2002).  
The coup by the king‟ cousin was the beginning of decades of bloodshed. 
Mohammad Daud coup led to growth of opposition against him. In 1978 People 
Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) seized power through another coup. PDPA 
was the first Marxist regime in Afghanistan and launched suppressive campaigns against 
non-leftist intellectuals and religious leaders. Thousands were detained and executed by 
PDPA; therefore, the first wave of refugees took place after the party attained power. 
Differences within PDPA have arose soon and to save this new Marxist regime, Soviet 
Union deployed 80,000 soldiers to Afghanistan in December 1979. The presence of Red 
Army in Afghanistan was perceived as threat by Western powers, particularly the United 
States. To respond to this action, millions and later billions of dollars of arms were sent 
to resistance groups in Afghanistan. The escalation of fighting led to outflow of people 
to Pakistan and Afghanistan (Jazayery, 2002). According to Blitz, Sales and Marzano 
(2005) Soviet invasion result to exodus of 3.3 million to Pakistan and 2.9 million to Iran 
in 1980‟s. 
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The Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan was not the end of the conflict. Former 
secret police chief Najibullah was installed as president in 1986 and the Soviet 
government did not expect him to last without the presence of Red Army.  However, he 
remained in power until 1992 and the continued fighting between Najibullah and 
Mujahdeen led to flow of refugees out of Afghanistan. Mujahdeen forces marched to 
Kabul in April 1992 and Najibullah government collapsed. Mujahdeen failed to reach 
agreement over the composition of the government, therefore they started fighting. The 
civil war renewed outflows of refugees this time both repatriated and new ones 
(Jazayery, 2002). 
In 1994, a new group emerged in Kandahar province in Sothern Afghanistan. 
The members of this new faction studied in Pakistan‟s Madrasas (religious schools) and 
called themselves Taliban (students). Led by its mysterious leader Mullah Mohammad 
Omar, this Pashtun dominant group called for reestablishment of Sharia (Islamic laws) 
and began to expand their territories. In the early years, they were welcomed in many 
areas because they brought security to the local people. They seized major cities such as 
Mazar-i-Sharif, Heart and Kabul in 1996. With this new development, Taliban launched 
their kill, rape, loot and ethnic cleansing campaigns and hence forced population 
movement within Afghanistan as well as across its border. Jazayery (2002) postulates 
that after Taliban captured north-western and central provinces of Afghanistan, tens of 
thousands of Hazara Shi‟a population were massacred. This ethnic killing forced many 
Hazara to seek refuge in Iran.  
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It should be noticed that Coalition attack in October 2001 has resulted another 
wave of refugees. In addition, the ongoing conflict between Afghan government and U.S 
troops against insurgent groups has also resulted to displacement of thousands of 
Afghans to neighboring countries. 
 
Figure 2.1 Number of Afghan refugees in Iran 1980-1990 
  
Source: Jazaeery (2002) 
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2.2 Policy of Iran towards Afghan Refugees 
 
Agriculture has been the main income of Afghanistan for centuries. Jazayery 
(2002) claims that agriculture is the main source of livelihood for four-fifth of 
Afghanistan‟s population. Despite that the country has witnessed emerging industrial 
sector, trade and tourism in the 1960‟s. Abbasi-Shavazi, Glazebrook, Jamshidiha, 
Mahmoudian & Sadeghi (2005) point out  that Afghans have a long history of migration 
to Iran motivated mainly by economic differences. In addition to that, Iran has been a 
destination for Hazara Shi‟a pilgrimages for centuries. However, the first documented 
movement of Afghans to Iran took place in the 1850‟s when about 5,000 Hazara 
migrated to Iran and settled at Jam and Bakharz.  
Mass influx of Afghans has occurred during decades of conflicts. According to 
Rajaee (2000), Afghan war resulted in the influx of 2.6 million refugees to Iran. In the 
early stages, Afghans were allowed to settle in the eastern cities and urban and rural 
areas of major cities. Though 80 refugee camps were built, only 10 percent of the 
refugees settled in these camps and generally Afghan were allowed to integrate into 
Iranian society. He confirms that since the 1979 revolution, Iran has hosted the largest 
refugee population in the world and that the number of refugees (Afghans, Iraqis) 
reached to 4.5 million in 1991-1992 out of global total of 17.5 million refugees.  
First wave of Afghan refugees to Iran has been associated with the Soviet 
invasion. Rajaee (2000) confirms that until 1992 most Afghans who entered Iran were 
granted “blue cards” which indicated their status as Muhajeer (involuntary migrant) and 
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denied refugee status Panahana (refugee). Blue card holders were considered as legal 
and had access to subsidized health care, staple food coupon, free primary and secondary 
education until 1995. However, they were denied from ownership of property and 
business and also their employment was confined to low-wage manual labors. 
Since 1990, the Iranian policy has shifted toward Afghan refugee to emphasize 
on prevention of illegal entry and repatriation. This policy change came as result of 
domestic social concerns and economic difficulties (Abbasi-Shavazi, Glazebrook, 
Jamshidiha, Mahmoudian & Sadeghi, 2005). In addition, Rajaee (2000) affirms that the 
revolution in Iran led to isolation of the country; therefore, Iran bore the burden of 
hosting, maintaining and absorbing these refugees. Despite the massive cost of Iran-Iraq 
war which sparked in 1980 Iran had to deal with Afghan refugees with no international 
assistance. According to Abbasi-Shavazi, Glazebrook, Jamshidiha, Mahmoudian & 
Sadeghi (2005), the efforts to implement new policy towards Afghans came as follows: 
documentation of Afghan refugees with collaboration with UNHCR to register Afghans 
in Iran in preparation for repatriation, reduction of health and education services to 
Afghans, launching deportation campaigns, employment restrictions, as notable in 
Article 28 in 2000. The Iranian government extended issuing of cards several times but 
in 1996 declared all of them invalid.  Furthermore, they stated that in 1995 Iran issued 
Liassez-Passer document for repatriation and resettlement purposes. 
In 1995, the Iranian government announced that all Afghans must leave Iran but 
after Taliban sealed the border near Iran this call was cancelled. However, soon in 1998 
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Iran resumed its repatriation efforts and in 1998 launched a joint repatriation program 
with UNHCR. In addition that, Iranian law authorities launched new deportation 
campaigns and deported 190.000 undocumented Afghans from 1998 to 1999. At the 
same time the government confined refugees to designated areas and enclosed camps, 
and withdrew subsidies of health and education for Afghan refugees who were residing 
out of refugee camps. The latter policy was to convince Afghan refugees to move into 
the camps (Abbasi-Shavazi, Glazebrook, Jamshidiha, Mahmoudian & Sadeghi, 2005). 
It is estimated that by 1999 about 98,000 Afghans lived in the camps which 
indicate the failure of Iranian policy. On the other hand, Abbasi-Shavazi, Glazebrook, 
Jamshidiha, Mahmoudian & Sadeghi (2005) suggest that the repatriation negotiation 
between UNHCR and Iran failed in 1999. The reason behind this failure was that 
UNHCR sought to avoid voluntary repatriation program accompanied by parallel 
program of deportation. UNHCR aim was to carry a refugee-screening program jointly 
with Iranian government to assess the refugee claims and provide protection to those 
who were recognized as refugee and stop deportation and confinement of Afghans in the 
camps. The UNHCR efforts led to the retraction of Iranian government stance that 
refugees should be confined in the camps and allow them to remain in designated areas.  
In the meantime, Iranian authorities tended to restrict Afghan refugees more and 
more. In 2000, the parliament of Iran passed a new law under Article 48 which required 
all foreigners who do not hold work permits to leave the country by March 2001. Those 
who were able to prove that their lives would be in danger upon return were excluded 
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from this law. Ministry of Foreign Affairs was responsible to determine the presence of 
threat to their lives. In addition, under this legislation the Foreign National Executive 
Co-ordination (FNECC) was established under Ministry of Interior  to “deal with 
international relations and the arrival, settlement, deportation, expulsion, training, 
employment, health and medical treatment of foreigners” (Abbasi-Shavazi, Glazebrook, 
Jamshidiha, Mahmoudian & Sadeghi, 2005, p. 22).   
Ministry of Interior is responsible for all affairs of foreign nationals residing in 
Iran in cooperation with the relevant departments such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and Ministry of Labor. Meanwhile, within the Ministry of Interior, refugee matters are 
handled by Bureau of Aliens and Foreign Immigrants Affairs (BAFIA) (Rajaee, 2000).  
Abbasi-Shavazi, Glazebrook, Jamshidiha, Mahmoudian & Sadeghi (2005) highlight that 
in June 2001 Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs declared that the employers of 
foreign illegal workers would be subject to heavy fines and face detention. As a result, 
many small businesses which hired Afghan labours were shut down and some work 
permits of Afghan were canceled. Afghans with residence cards were allowed to work in 
16 categories which mainly focused on manual work. In 2000, BAFIA launched a 
registration campaign for all foreigners, and issued certificate to document foreigners 
and revoked all the previous documents. 
UNHCR had agreed with the Iranian government to participate in repatriation 
programs in 2000. Under this program, Afghans regardless of their status were invited to 
benefit from material assistance for repatriation or provide evidence that avoid them 
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from return.  Abbasi-Shavazi, Glazebrook, Jamshidiha, Mahmoudian & Sadeghi (2005) 
criticize the refugee-screening by BAFIA and postulate that the Iranian authorities 
excluded uneducated applicants who claimed persecution based on their religion (Shi‟a) 
or ethnicity (Hazara). In addition, those Afghan refugees who were recognized as 
needing protection were granted three-month temporary residence which could be 
renewed four times and were required to reside in the province where their permits were 
issued.  
There are some interpretations for Tehran‟s policy conversion towards Afghan 
refugees. Tober (2007) suggests that in urban areas where low-income Iranians faced 
difficulty in finding jobs and affordable housing, hostility and resentment was growing 
towards Afghan refugees. However, there are some wealthy Iranians who own land and 
employ Afghan refugees would like to see Afghans remain in Iran for their cheap labour 
and efficient work. Furthermore, Rajaee (2000) points out that Iran received negligible 
amount of international aid to cope with these refugees. Therefore, Iran tried to reduce 
the burden of Afghan refugees. 
There is a dilemma about Iranian refugee policy. While some praise it, others 
criticize it. Rajaee (2000) points out that Iranian policy towards refugees has been 
praised by international organizations such as UNHCR because it has not received 
significant assistance from international community for hosting refugees. On the other 
hand, Amnesty International reports (2003) indicate that some Afghan have been picked 
by police for not carrying their documents.  Some were also removed from their homes 
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and kept in detention centers prior to being escorted to the border by Iranian authorities.  
In some cases, women and minors were reported to be arrested without access to their 
families and have been deported without informing their families.  
Afghan refugees are blamed by Iranian authorities as sources of social and 
economic problems and their contribution has been neglected. Abbasi (2005) mentions 
that Afghan refugees have contributed greatly to Iran both socially and economically. He 
believes that the Iranian government has recognized the benefits of Afghan workers who 
work in unskilled sectors. Furthermore, Pasha (2008) claims that Iranian authorities were 
considering to issue work permits for some Afghans who worked in lower-skilled 
sectors. Despite Afghan refugees facing enormous restrictions in Iran, Abbasi-Shavazi & 
Sadeghi (2011) argue that the presence of Afghans in Iran will continue. Moreover, 
Abbasi (2005) suggests that though Iranian authorities have imposed serious restrictions 
on employment of Afghans in Iran many of them are able to find employment through 
recommendations by relatives and friends to Iranian employers. 
2.3 Repatriation 
 
Afghanistan remains the biggest producer of refugees in the world because of 
decades of conflict and devastation (UNHCR, 2012). It also has witnessed the mass 
repatriation of refugees in different stages. According to Afghanistan National 
Development Strategy (2008), the planned return of refugees will contribute to 
economic boost and strengthen the security and stability of the country. On the other 
hand, unplanned and large involuntary return will have negative impacts. Furthermore, 
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Gulzari (2012) suggests that management of refugee movements and repatriation is one 
of the pillars of post conflict resolution and peace building and it is seen as an essential 
element of local, regional and international security. The mass repatriation of refugee 
took place in two major phases. Therefore, this section highlights these two phase of 
repatriation of Afghan refugees from Iran. It also tries to investigate why considerable 
number of refugee returned from Iran after 2002.  
2.3.1 Repatriation prior 2002 
 
Repatriation is known as the return of refugees to a home country or community 
which they embraced before exile and it takes place after the social and political 
stabilization of refugees‟ in the country (Omata, 2011). According to Pasha (2008), it is 
estimated that from 1979 to 1992 more than 6 million Afghan left their country and took 
refuge mainly in Pakistan and Iran. This influx was mostly motivated by direct and 
indirect effects of war such as widespread violence and insecurity, compulsory national 
service, threat to females, unemployment and inflation. Therefore, from 1979 to 1989 
more than 2.7 million Afghan settled in Iran and the population of Afghan refugee to 
Iran rose to 3 million in 1991 (Abbasi-Shavazi & Glazebrook, 2006).  
The first repatriation programme for Afghans in Iran was formalized in 1992 with 
the creation of Tripartite Commission consisting Afghanistan, Iran and UNHCR. In 
1993, Iranian authorities issued 500,000 temporary registration cards for undocumented 
and newly arrived Afghans and in the same year 600,000 returned to Afghanistan with 
half of them under the repatriation program (Abbasi-Shavazi, Glazebrook, Jamshidiha, 
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Mahmoudian & Sadeghi, 2005). Rajaee (2000) points out that the assistance package 
which was distributed by UNHCR at that time included $ 25 cash, 50 kg of wheat and 
floor mat. 
Abbasi-Shavazi & Glazebrook (2006) claim that between 1992 to 1995, about 1.3 
million Afghan returned from Iran. In 1995, Iranian government declared that all Afghan 
refugees must leave Iran within two years. It also called those temporary residence 
permit holders and undocumented refugees to be moved to designated areas near Afghan 
borders. Despite these policies, the emergence of the Taliban in 1995 put the repatriation 
efforts on halt. Another wave of Afghan refugees fled to Iran. The government denied 
providing these new refugees with documents and their status became unregistered 
hence illegal and they were the target of deportation of any time. Moreover, Abbasi-
Shavazi, Glazebrook, Jamshidiha, Mahmoudian & Sadeghi (2005) affirm that in 1998 
Iranian government resumed repatriation program with UNHCR and in parallel to this 
joint program engaged deportation campaigns and deported 190,000 undocumented 
Afghans between 1998 and 1999. Later on, the government withdrew all government 
subsidies for health and education for Afghan refugees and tried to move them to the 
camps and prepare them for repatriation. 
In November 1998, Iran resumed repatriation efforts targeting those recent Afghan 
refugees who were not registered. The assistance package for an Afghan refugee 
included 50 kg of wheat, blankets and US$ 50 in cash. Simultaneously, it launched 
deportation campaigns to deport undocumented Afghans. After the repatriation of 
32 
 
12,000 refugees, UNHCR repatriation program was suspended in December 1998. The 
program was suspended due to UNHCR objection over the deportation policy of Tehran. 
However, deportation campaigns were continued through the summer of 1999 and 
around 130,000 Afghans were deported (Rajaee, 2000). 
Prior to 2001, Afghan refugees received range of status without rights under UN 
Refugee Convention and denied the right to move freely within Iran and faced restriction 
in employment, education and foreign travel. In 2000, Bureau for Aliens and Foreign 
Immigrant Affairs conducted registration exercise, and issued certificate to document 
Afghans and suspend all the previous documents. In 2000, UNHCR agreed to participate 
with the Iranian government in joint repatriation program and called all Afghans 
regardless of their status or time of arrival to either benefit from assistance to repatriate 
or present their claim that they needed protection for return.  Under this program those 
who were recognized as requiring protection were issued three month temporary 
residence permit and were required to reside in the province which the permit were 
issued until the situation was conducive for repatriation (Abbasi-Shavazi, Glazebrook, 
Jamshidiha, Mahmoudian & Sadeghi, 2005).   
2.3.2 Repatriation after 2002 
 
The massive repatriation operation took place in 2002 after installment of a new 
government in Kabul under the auspices of the United Nations. According to 
Afghanistan‟s Independent Human Rights Commission (2012) report, the collapse of 
Taliban and establishment of  a new government with the support of international 
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community gave strong hope to Afghan refugees in neighboring countries and as a result 
millions returned to their country. From 2002 to 2011, more than 5.7 million Afghans 
returned in the world‟s largest mass voluntary repatriation operation to Afghanistan and 
the current refugee returnees comprise more than one-fifth of the country‟s population 
(Macdonald, 2011). Remarkably, Monsutti (2007) calls the UNHCR repatriation 
campaign in Afghanistan as the most important repatriation program in the UN history. 
He points out that the impressive aspect of this repatriation program by UNHCR is not 
because of enormous number of returnees but the capacity of the program to provide 
assistance to 90 percent of total population of returnees (Faubert, Mojaddedi & Sofizada 
2005). On the other hand, Nader Farhad, the spokesman of UNHCR in Kabul stated that 
over 4.6 million were assisted by UNHCR and by respective governments (Farhad, 
2011). 
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Figure 2.2 Return Trends since 2002 
 
Source: UNHCR, Kabul branch (2012) 
The population movement to Afghanistan since 2002 is enormous and needs 
further investigation. According to Farhad (2012), 3.7 million refugees have returned 
from Pakistan, around 1 million from Iran and 15,000 from other countries. This figure 
indicates a big gap between refugee repatriation from Pakistan and Iran. Afghanistan 
Independent Human Rights Commission (2012) report highlights that there are two 
reasons as to why less Afghan are repatriating from Iran. First, though Afghan refugees 
face enormous restrictions in employment in Iran but still there are employment 
opportunities for them.  Second, the repatriation from Iran is more bureaucratic and 
requires lengthier process under UNHCR supervision. As result, many returning 
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refugees make repatriation decision at their own expenses and many of them are not 
registered. However, Farhad (2011) points out that in 2011, 18,513 Afghan refugees 
returned from Iran which shows 56% increase compared to the previous year which was 
8,196. This increase is the result of economic pressure, discontinuation of subsidies on 
basic goods and services by Iranian authorities. 
Table 2.1 Number of Returned Refugees since 2002 
Year 
Returns from 
Pakistan 
Returns from 
Iran 
Returns from 
other countries 
Total 
2002 1,565,066 259,792 9,679 1,834,537 
2003 332,183 142,280 1,176 475,639 
2004 383,321 377,151 650 761,122 
2005 449,391 63,559 1,140 514,090 
2006 133,338 5,264 1,202 139,804 
2007 357,635 7,054 721 365,410 
2008 274,200 3,656 628 278,484 
2009 48,320 6,028 204 54,552 
2010 104,331 8,487 150 112,968 
2011 48,998 18,851 113 67,962 
2012 52,770 11,646 74 64,490 
Total 3,749,553 903,768 15,737 4,669,058 
Source: UNHCR office, Kabul (2012) 
There are many obstacles that hinder the current return trend and affect refugee 
return to Afghanistan. It is generally agreed that the deterioration of security situation, 
limited economic opportunities and employment, limited access to housing, limited 
access to health and education facilities and length of exile are the main reasons for this 
slowdown in recent years (Afghanistan National Development Strategy, 2008). 
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Furthermore, significant number of Afghan returned to their country but around 
5,030.000 Afghans still live overseas. According to statistics provided by the Ministry of 
Refugee and Repatriation of Afghanistan, 42 percent of 5.3 million (2,330,000) still live 
in Iran. Around 80 percent of them have lived there for more than 20 years and nearly 
half of them have been born in exile (Afghanistan Independent Human Rights 
Commission, 2011). 
2.4 Summary 
 
Afghanistan has witnessed mass repatriation of refugees since 2002 and it is 
estimated that refugee returnees comprise one-fourth of the population. Decades of 
conflict caused Afghanistan to be one of the largest sources of refugees in the world.  
This chapter highlighted the chronology of the conflict in Afghanistan and the 
occurrence of Afghan refugee crisis. In addition, it described how Iran‟s domestic social 
and economic concern led to revision of Iranian policy toward Afghan refugees. 
Furthermore, Afghan repatriation operation which is considered as largest in UNHCR 
history was discussed. It also described how new restrictions on Afghan refugees and 
media campaign by Iran authorities influenced refugees‟ decision to repatriate to their 
homeland.  
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CHAPTER 3 
Review of Literature 
This chapter analyzes the existing theories and previous studies related to refugee 
repatriation. This chapter also shows the connection between repatriation and 
reconstruction. In addition, this chapter investigates the opportunities associated with the 
return of refugees to their country as well as the problems and challenges that returnees 
may face after their return.  
Refugee studies have become important recently. The state of refugees are 
viewed from different perspectives. Bascom (2005) divides refugee-hood into four 
phases: initial flight, resettlement in asylum, repatriation home and reintegration after 
return. There is enormous literatures about the two first phases and there have been some 
attempts from academics to investigate the situation of refugees after their return to their 
place of origin but as Helling (2007, p.21) states literatures on returnees remain a “virgin 
area”.  
When discussing about returnees, some scholars see returnees as burden to the 
state while others consider them as human resource and capital. There is no systematic 
theoretical framework on this area of study that could investigate the challenges and the 
chances that might result from the return of refugees (Helling, 2007). According to him, 
literature about the consequences of refugee on host countries increased recently while 
there is lack of empirical research on returnees. 
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The literature is divided about returnees as some scholars consider refugee 
returnees as burden while others see them as human capital. Juergensen (2000) says that 
refugees are resources of human capital in the forms of labour, skills and 
entrepreneurship. It can be concluded from his opinion that these refugees bring these 
resources after repatriation which could play significant role in reconstruction. On the 
other hand, Stepputat (2004) mentions that the return of refugees might create more 
problems to the state than it could solve. He suggests that scarce economic opportunities 
and lack of state control could lead to obscure the lives of returnees. He mentions that in 
the case of Sri Lanka returnees were converted to internally displaced. Furthermore, 
Long (2010) argues that returning to fragile post conflict states which lack adequate 
resources for development and institution-building can cause socio economic 
deprivation and spark conflict. Those kinds of situations could lead the returnee to be 
displaced once more. 
The complex issues of returnees have emerged due to the lack of understanding 
of returnee‟s problems and roles in state reconstruction. The question might arise that 
why some see it as an obstacle to state reconstruction but some others see it as providing 
opportunities.  Helling (2007, p.21) points out that this disagreement and lack of 
unanimity about this issue is a result of “lack of coherent framework”. Therefore, it is 
necessary to build an applicable framework for studying returnees.  
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3.1 Repatriation and Reconstruction 
 
In this section, I will try to illustrate the theories and previous works that relate to 
repatriation and reconstruction. In fact, the concept of repatriation has different 
meanings according to different scholars. Omata (2011, p.5) defines repatriation as “a 
return to a home or community in which refugees were associated and embraced before 
the flight into exile”. On the other hand, Preston (1999) believes that repatriation has a 
broader concept and it includes the preparation for return, the process of return and 
reception and arrangements for integration after the arrival of refuges to the country of 
origin. 
Until recently, the dominant perception about refugees was that their return 
meant the end of their refugee cycle but later on scholars became more concerned about 
the situation of refugees after returning to their country and discovered that it is the 
beginning of a new cycle. For instance, some Russian ethnic groups who repatriated to 
Russia after the collapse of the Soviet Union from former soviet republics considered 
themselves as refugees. Actually, some of them were born and grew up in those 
republics and they had adapted to the local cultures (Pilking & Flynn, 1999).  
There is a connection between construction and repatriation. Some scholars 
suggest that reconstruction must be linked to repatriation in both socio-economic and 
political terms (Long, 2010). Bradley (2006) says that repatriation is essential to national 
and regional stability and prosperity. In the case of Central America, Stepputat (1999) 
points out that repatriation of Guatemalan refugees from Mexico constitutes an 
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important element of the peace. According to Long (2010) returnees participation is 
necessary for both peace and post-conflict economic recovery. This could be supported 
by Juergensen‟s study. Juergesen (2000) believes that the increase of GDP in 
Mozambique was due to mass return of over 1.7 million Mozambique refugees to their 
country. 
Post-cold-war period between 1989 and 1997 is considered as a repatriation 
decade by UNHCR and the globe has witnessed the return of nine million refugees to 
their places of origin in Central America, Asia and Africa (Long, 2010). There is a big 
emphasize on repatriation, but it is important to pay much closer attention to relations 
after their return (Bano, Rottlaender, Sanchez-Bayo and Viliani, 2003). Sepulveda 
(1995) mentions that repatriation might be difficult experience for many refugees and it 
is a complex phenomenon. Moreover, Long (2010) believes that repatriation might lead 
to considerable losses in terms of economic opportunities, cultural freedom and access to 
education and trying specially for women and youth in the host country. 
Reconstruction in post-conflict society is not a new concept and it has been used 
by many academies. World Bank (1998, p.4) defines it as “the rebuilding of the socio-
economic framework of society”. Long (2010) highlights that repatriation of refugees to 
post conflict states usually take places under the enormous pressure of host country 
interests in solving the refugee problems. These forms of repatriation to country of 
origin which lack adequate resources undermine the peace-building efforts. Furthermore, 
Sepulveda (1995) confirms that managing refugee return is not always possible and that 
repatriation in both principle and practice may destabilize the country of origin. Black & 
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Koser in their study (1999) illustrate that Eritrean refugee‟s return to Eretria became 
problematic due to physical destruction of the country by war and the fact that many of 
them were born in exile.  
3.2 Returnee’s Capital  
 
In this section, I will try to show the role of returnee‟s capital to their country of 
origin. Many studies focus on returnees as a burden but a few try to consider them as a 
source of capital. In order to highlight the positive potential of returnees, this part 
analyzes returnee‟s capital concept. 
Despite many returnees in the world, their positive role is largely invisible as 
many studies were focused on the impacts of their return from the perspective of the 
states. Helling (2007) has developed the concept of “returnee capital”.  He argues that 
there is a theoretical ground to claim that despite the challenges returnees pose, they can 
exercise beneficial role in the process of state renewal. He refers to Bourdieu‟s social 
capital “the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a 
group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized 
relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition. It is built on mutual obligations 
and expectations, norms of reciprocity, trust and solidarity” (Helling, 2007, p.22). In 
addition, Jacobson (2002, p.578) introduced refugee resources concept as “material, 
social and political resources, [(…)] potentially represent an important state building 
contribution to the host state”.  Refugees‟ resources including their social capital may 
help develop the host country. Helling (2007) concludes that the Bourdieu concept of 
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“social capital” and Jacobson model of “refugee resources” can be extended to analyze 
and examine the developmental and reconstruction potential of returnees.  He defines 
returnee capital as “the sum of characteristics, resources and stimuli unified in a 
formerly displaced person that derive from his/her life experience prior to flight as well 
as during exile, and are of value for the larger community‟s livelihood (re)construction” 
(2007, p.24). 
In order to investigate returnee‟s capital, Helling (2007) raises two hypotheses. 
First, he postulates that returnees‟ unique position in society triggers humanitarian and 
developmental aid that is beneficial for the host community.  He states one form of 
returnee capital as their capacity to create incentives that provoke a third factor to take 
action. Second, returnees can participate in society‟s economic reconstruction due to 
their specific experience and skills acquired in exile. They can contribute to the 
economy through consumption and production. During the period of displacement, they 
might obtain resources in the form of finance or other types of capital which is 
considered as returnee capital. These two ideas could be elaborated as (1) flow of aid 
and assistance, (2) flow of skills and capital and (3) social capital. 
3.2.1 Flow of aid and assistance 
 
One of the characteristics of massive repatriation is the involvement of 
international community and the providing of assistance for returnees. It is generally 
agreed that refugees are a burden and source of problems and they will remain as burden 
and passive actors even after their repatriation to their countries. 
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Helling (2007) points out that returnees contribute to regional development and 
reconstruction by attracting flow of international humanitarian and development 
assistance. According to Bascom (2005) returnees are the central actors in post conflict 
economic development programmes that pave the transition from conflict to peace. Most 
studies indicate the activities of international community in post-conflict countries peak 
after the mass repatriation of refugees to help them to start a new life in their homeland. 
Organizations such as UNHCR and UNDP provide assistance through state agencies and 
government budget to help returnees. In the case of Sierra Leone, Skran (2010) mentions 
that UNHCR launched “Quick Impact Projects” to meet the immediate needs of 
returnees. Between 2003 and 2005, about 2,000 projects were implemented in the area 
of return in Sierra Leone which covered various sectors including health, water, 
sanitation and agriculture. 
There are some evidences about the active role of aid organizations after the 
repatriation of refugees. In the case of Eretria, the government in collaboration with 
UNHCR and other agencies including NGO‟s expansion of their activities in the areas 
with high proportion of returning refugees and this included provision of primary, junior 
secondary and senior secondary education which benefited both local residents and 
returnees equally (Kibreab, 2002). Haider (2009) mentions that in Bosnia, UNHCR 
launched open cities project and under this projects municipalities which received 
returnees were provided economic incentives. In addition, Bascom (2005) affirms that 
such programmes and assistance are conducive for both returnees and local 
communities. In Eretria, receiving communities recognized that returnees often 
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prompted development expenditure for the local population and they shared privileges 
such as schools, hospitals and wells. Furthermore, in Cambodia, international 
organizations, NGO‟s and local authority funded the programs and projects that 
benefited both returnees and local population. These projects included seed banks, credit 
schemes, well and irrigation systems, vocational training and rebuilding of infrastructure 
such as schools and clinics (McLellan, 1996). The aid operations enable states to build 
bureaucratic capacity and contribute to the development of the country by creating job 
opportunities for returnees. 
3.2.2 Flow of skills and capital 
 
Returnees constitute human resources that could contribute to the development 
of their country. They could contribute to their state through transferring their capital 
and resources (Helling, 2007). He adds that “during their period of displacement, forced 
migrants regularly obtain resources in the form of finance or other types of capital” 
(Helling, 2007, p.27).  Some studies indicate that refugee‟s livelihood aspiration often 
improves in exile and they become self-reliant (Rogge & Akol, 1989; Omata, 2011). 
This is true especially about self-settled refugees who depended on their own 
resourcefulness and access to economic opportunities available in the region (Jacobsen, 
2001). Similarly, Hanafi, (2012) also mentions that some returnees bring capital which is 
sufficient to generate the country‟s economy. He confirms that capital influx and 
investments are associated with the return of professionals which result in generating 
investment. 
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Skills which are acquired or developed in exile and might not exist in refugee‟s 
country are one type of returnee‟s capital. Rogge & Akol (1989) suggest that the skills 
acquired in exile are transferable on their return and might result in the creation of better 
economic conditions superior to the skills prior to their flight. Eritrean returnee‟s 
households underwent a considerable degree of occupational transformation which 
resulted in the increase of participation in diverse economic activities and as well 
acquisition of new skills. The proportions of skilled individuals are varied such as, 
mechanics, carpenters, drivers, teachers, nurses, medical assistants, laboratory 
technicians, shoemakers, tailors and electricians. On the other hand, the importance of 
returnees‟ role to the development of their home country are also described by Kibreab 
(2002) who points out that some skills may have been acquired prior to the flight but 
most of the skills were acquired in exile. Moreover, Rogge & Akol (1989) find that 
Sudanese returnees from Uganda successfully transferred a sophisticated level of 
agricultural technique to their country.  They had learnt new crops and new cropping 
system in exile and implemented them in South Sudan upon their return. According to 
him, returnees achieved significant levels of economic prosperity. In the case of 
Cambodia, Eastmond (2002) mentions that majority of the rice farmers had acquired 
new skills in the refugee camps. 
Some studies show that returnees‟ skills and capital also benefit their 
compatriots. For instance in Eretria both stayees and returnees have benefited mutually 
through the exchange of goods and services. In addition, returnees had brought 
opportunities such as marketing outlets, employment and self-employment 
46 
 
opportunities. Before the settlement of returnees, there were no employment 
opportunities in the area and returnees triggered variety of economic opportunities 
(Kibreab, 2002). His study shows that local residents in Eretria explained that physical 
security, the supply of water, veterinary services, transportation and provision of 
services had improved due to presence of returnees.  
Education and training are other forms of capital. In the case of Guatemalan 
refugees in Mexico, Stolen (2004) finds that their children entered the schools and learnt 
to speak Spanish which is the official language of the region. In addition, through the 
interaction with international aid community they gained access to material resources, 
new skills and knowledge. Their women came over their timidity and were encouraged 
to speak in public. The knowledge of their rights and the capacity to organize is 
considering one of the most important achievements. Such kind of experience and skills 
could be only a dream while living in Guatemala. Guatemalan refugees, through the 
training by aid organizations learned new techniques of governance such as meetings, 
negotiations, representations, planning, projects and other practices. After they return to 
Guatemala they organized literacy and awareness-raising courses. Blitz (2005) affirms 
that among returnees the most successful were the young educated who were able to find 
jobs in international agencies and NGO‟s. It has been also found that returning refugees 
are better off in terms of health and education than stayees who have not had access to 
the relevant institutions during war (Vorrath, 2007). According to Buckland (2010), 
returnees often included the best educated students and most qualified teachers. 
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Teachers in refugee camps often develop skills that could contribute to education on 
their return. 
Some studies have shown that political activities and organizations in exile could 
result in the formation of civil society and political representations among refugees. As a 
result of living in exile, they are introduced to universal discourses such as human rights 
and organizational experience through the work for relief agencies of taking leadership 
roles in political activities. Therefore, returnees transform the political structure when 
they return and act as an active and potentially mobilized group after the return which 
could have important implications for the stability and political development of the 
home country. As in the case of Burmese refuges in India, Kumari (2012) mentions that 
the nature of urban life taught refugees to be self-sufficient and engaged with NGO‟s 
and international organizations. Therefore, the traditional gender role had changed as a 
result of their increased awareness about their rights and the increase of their 
participation in community-based organizations. Long (2010) confirms that, returning 
refugees, as a result of exposure to new cultural values and better educational 
opportunities,  could play strong roles in constructing civil society 
There are also some evidence that refugee return could contribute to peace and 
stability. Dumper (2007) shows that in the case of Guatemalan returnees, they were 
involved in the peace process.  He mentions that teachers and other professionals were 
trained to provide the education and leadership after the return. In addition, women 
created a network and in cooperation with UNHCR provided training on gender 
awareness. Such efforts increased women‟s confidence and helped to develop their skills 
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and aspirations. Besides that, returnees could open social and cultural linkage with the 
former countries of asylum which could help the home country to withstand shocks. He 
postulates that exposure to new values and better education opportunities could enable 
returnees to act as promoter of human rights and play significant role in constructing 
civil society (Long, 2010). Kibreab (2002) argues that the women replaced men‟s 
leadership in exile but their position was denied after the return.  
Moreover, returnees could also contribute to democracy in their country by the 
values that they brought from exile and political participation after their return. 
According to Stolen‟s (2004) study about Guatemalan refugees‟ experience in exile, 
they felt privileged to have leading role in the building of peace and democracy. Political 
awareness is also another advantage for Guatemalan refugees that gained in exile which 
is reflected in their interaction with international organizations and Mexican authorities. 
They learned about the existence rights, of human rights, women‟s rights and citizens‟ 
rights and learned to claim their rights. Therefore, when they returned to Guatemala they 
began to create the community based on democratic values, equality and participation 
(Stolen, 2004). In addition, Belloni (2005) mentions that the repatriation of Bosnian 
refugees resulted in ethnic homogenization of the country and political participation of 
returnees helped marginalize Bosnian Serb hard-liners and had positive impacts. 
According to him, large number of returnees proceeded to participate in political, social 
and economic life of their municipality. It also improved inter-ethnic relations. 
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3.2.3 Social capital 
 
It can be concluded from Helling‟s work (2007) that social capital is also another 
form of returnees‟ capital. Many scholars state that exile also reshapes the social aspects 
of refugees. Eritrean refugees have built new and broad-based trans-ethnic and trans-
religious social networks in exile and over time this led to development of social capital. 
Kibreab (2002) highlight how Eritrean refugees underwent social change while in exile 
and the main aspects of these changes are the development of cohesive trans-ethnic and 
trans-religious social networks. Shared experience of suffering, struggle and dream of 
returning made the refugees develop social networks which replaced the old forms of 
religious, ethnic and clan-based loyalties.  
The social change that Eritrean refugees underwent in exile is the key issue for 
choosing the final destination of returnees for resettlement. The study of Eritrean 
refugees shows that refugees somehow have a strong connection with their host country. 
One reason that returnees tend to live outside their places of origin was desire to 
continue living with friends, neighbors and relatives who were with them in exile. Social 
relationship and neighborhood networks which were established in exile were more 
valued than old kinship ties, attachment to particular places and so on (Kibreab, 2002). 
Furthermore, Vorrath (2007) shows that returnees not only bring new skills, resources 
but they also bring their social network that was established in exile. Blitz (2005) 
emphasizes on refugees‟ network for searching economic opportunities. According to 
him, those returnees who developed networks of support had improved faster than those 
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who waited for the state to provide them economic opportunities in Croatia. Hanafi 
(2012) also suggests that social capital plays a major role to support the returnees 
especially in the early stage of their resettlement.   
It can be concluded from previous studies that returning refugees present 
considerable human resources for state building if they return with education, new skills, 
and new ideas about democratization and modernization of societies. Therefore, we 
should recognize that returnees do not represent homogenous population but represent a 
range of different social categories, skills and experiences (Eastmond & Ojendal, 1999). 
3.3 Reintegration 
 
Though returnees could be positive actors in their country, they still face 
obstacles and challenges after the return that might lead to their isolation from society. 
Scholars use the term “reintegration” to investigate their adjustment with new life in 
their country after return. Reintegration of refugees is the major challenge in many 
countries around the globe. Preston (1999, p.25) defines re-integration as the “ability of 
individuals and groups to interact cohesively overcoming differences without a 
breakdown of social relationship and conflict”.  
The concept of reintegration has recently begun to attract attention of academic 
community and some literature reviews focus on the challenges that returnees commonly 
face after repatriation. Land mines, destruction of housing, economic activities, and 
access to key resources such as land, labor and working capital and social confrontation 
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are the main challenges. These challenges are more problematic when it is associated 
with the end of civil conflict and prolonged exile of refugee status (Stolen, 2004).  
Therefore, successful reintegration is a key issue after repatriation. As Bascom (2005) 
sees that successful reintegration is necessary to promote national, regional and global 
security. On the other hand, Kibreab (2002) claims that successful reintegration does not 
occur automatically and emphasizes on the creation of social and economic capacity in 
areas of return for that mission.  
Reintegration of returnee has different dimensions such as, social, cultural, 
political and personal adjustments. Black & Koser (1999) claim that two factors 
influence the reintegration process: first, the condition of refugee in exile and the extent 
of their self-reliance. Second the management of settlement for returnees and extent and 
type of assistance which is available for returnees. These two factors show the impact of 
exile on refugees‟ reintegration. Vorrath (2007) also illustrates that according to most 
studies, exiles change the identity as well as social roles and networks of refugees which 
might be in contradiction to those at home and conclude that there is no such thing as 
return and reintegration. Therefore, refugees should start their new life after repatriation. 
According to Eastmond (2006, p.143) reintegration of returnees involves the process of 
recreating “in new circumstances, new social relations, identities and cultural meaning 
though which people in a post-war setting reconnect to a particular place and community 
as home”. 
Furthermore, the main reintegration issue can be divided into three categories 
according to previous studies (1) economic reintegration (2) housing and landlessness, 
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and (3) social reintegration. In the following section the researcher tries to highlight 
these issues. 
3.3.1 Economic reintegration and employment 
 
One factor that refugees have to face associated with economic opportunities that 
are available to them and how they can participate in the economic development after 
the conflict. Economic reintegration is one of the important elements of successful 
repatriation. According to Omata (2011), establishing a new economic basis is crucial 
but is a serious challenge. Participation in the economy is only one side of integration 
and employment and income generation is the key factor of reintegration. McLellan 
(1996) also believes that returnees should participate in long-term economic 
development to attain viable livelihood which facilitate their reintegration. He highlights 
that in the case of Cambodia, returnees were not prepared for economic reintegration 
and that put their livelihood in risk. 
Employment is the key to reintegration. Economic growth and employment 
cannot be separated from the refugees‟ education and skills. Eastmond & Ojendal (1999) 
suggest that assistance which aims to increase returnee‟s independence and helping them 
to find economic opportunities should be provided. According to McLellan (1996), to 
address the economic reintegration of returnees, Cambodia Reconstruction and 
Rehabilitation Program was launched with the cooperation of international organizations 
and NGO‟s. The programs were aimed to generate income opportunities and increase 
self-sufficiency among returnees. These assistance included seed banks, credits schemes, 
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vocational trainings and rebuilding infrastructure such as schools and clinics. 
Rehabilitation of community infrastructure also became the focus of assistance such as 
road, bridge and water channels. Both returnee and local communities could benefit 
from the programmes. 
There were a number of schemes in Bosnia which assisted returnees to develop 
small enterprises through loans, training and support in running their own business 
(Dumper, 2007). Serbia in order to tackle this problem planned programs which targeted 
half of the unemployed returnees. These programmes included offering employment to 
students and workers for vulnerable refugee families and also providing credit to refugee 
families (Bano, Rottlaender, Sanchez-Bayo and Viliani, 2003). However, Eastmond & 
Ojendal, (1999) criticize the provision of assistance and mention that in Cambodia high 
expectations of returnee families for assistance reduced their personal initiatives. In case 
of Mozambique returnees the construction of livelihood as part of reintegration process 
was largely influenced by their asset conditions (Juergensen, 2000). 
Another fact that helps returnees to start their new life is their personal contact 
that could assist them with information about accommodation and job information.  
Omata (2011) states that personal contacts also have fundamental role in the process of 
economic reintegration. He believes that returnee‟s personal contacts with others 
influence the process of integration and make considerable difference. He affirms that in 
the case of Liberian returnees, access to network established in exile was a decisive 
factor and attributed to the degree of economic integration. Most of his respondents 
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informed that those returnees with better employment were able to find those jobs 
through their strong ties with relatives, family or friends. 
3.3.2 Housing and landlessness  
 
Land and housing are key issues of reintegration. Previous studies indicated that 
returnees suffer from these problems more than stayees in post conflict states. Previous 
studies confirmed that removal of war and conflict may not guarantee the full right of 
returnees and this includes repossession of properties. The Balkans Report (2002) 
indicates discrimination between different returnees‟ ethnics regarding the repossession 
of lost properties in Croatia. Long (2010) argues that corruption and institutional 
incapacity which frequently exist in post conflict societies is also one of the obstacles 
towards reclaiming properties or accessing the land and this might cause the division 
between returnees and stayees.  
Regarding this issue, a major concern of returnees is repossession of lost 
property and it is considered as the highest priority after the conflict. The disability to 
repossess their properties puts returnees in risk of being internally displaced and leads 
them to become vulnerable groups (Bano, Rottlaender, Sanchez-Bayo and Viliani, 
2003). Furthermore, Blitz (2005) believes that the most significant barrier for 
reintegration is repossession of housing. It has been observed that housing and property 
restitution emerged as one of the most substantial component of post conflict 
reintegration. For example, in Bosnia the government has passed several laws to protect 
the rights to pre-war owners and the holders of tenancy rights.  Some of the properties 
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were occupied by internally displaced and in order to solve their problems the 
government provided alternative accommodation to them (Bano, Rottlaender, Sanchez-
Bayo and Viliani, 2003) 
There are many problems associated with this phenomenon which needs 
resolution such as reconstruction of destroyed properties and repossession of occupied 
properties. Property dispute is a common phenomenon in places where people return 
from the diaspora after conflict. Vorrath (2007) highlights this issue and claims that 
unclear property rights, lack of access of returnees and housing are the main problems 
linked to reintegration. Refugees‟ abandoned land and properties might be occupied by 
landless peasants, Internally Displaced Persons or others. Stepputat (2004) suggests that 
the government should offer compensation to former owners or offer plots of land in 
other areas. For example, in Croatia 196,000 housing units were damaged or destroyed 
during the conflict and to tackle this problem after the war 118,000 houses were 
reconstructed by government and international organizations (ICG Balkans Report, 
2002). 
It has been also noticed in previous studies that the majority of refugees lived in 
rural areas before leaving their country but they tended to choose urban areas for 
settlement when they returned. They prefer to settle in the capital and big cities due to 
job opportunities (Omata, 2011). Stepputat (2004) argues that high quality services that 
include health and education are priority for refugees and they‟re not willing to accept 
any decrease in the quality of such cases. In the case of Eretria, the majority of the 
returnees settled in urban and pre-urban areas to have access to such services. This issue 
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leads to shortage of accommodation and over population of urban areas. Eastmond 
(2002) reports the poor quality of returnee‟s house comparing to others was one of the 
problems in Cambodia. Therefore, they will face obstacles to find adequate 
accommodation.   
On the other hand, most returnees prefer to settle in areas of fertile land to obtain 
cultivable land and are reluctant to return to their village of origin (Eastmond, 2002). 
Cambodian refugees settled in the areas with high agricultural potential and so did many 
refugees after return to Guatemala. Eastmond (2002) confirms that in Cambodia 3 out of 
4 of the returnees were landless making them more vulnerable than the others. 
According to Stepputat (2004), land besides the economic value represents social status 
usually for males. It also could be converted into social capital providing labor, food and 
money. In Cambodia, UNHCR in cooperation with local authorities initially promised 
two hectares of land per family and offered one hectare close to the village or two 
hectares further away. However, later they changed the scheme and offered alternatives 
such as cash, housing, employment (Eastmond & Ojendal, 1999). 
3.3.3 Social reintegration 
 
Another aspect of reintegration is the social aspect of reintegration. During exile, 
the social structure of refugees might be developed under the influence of host cultures. 
Therefore, the reintegration of social and cultural environment into a home that has been 
also changed during the displacement remain the key obstacle for many refugees. 
Furthermore, some scholars believe that refugees return to their country of origin but 
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they are neither the same people who left (Bano, Rottlaender, Sanchez-Bayo and Viliani, 
2003).  
Refugee children educated in exile might face difficulty to readjust with the 
language of their country of origin. The longer duration of exile means the greater 
acculturation of refugee in their host country. Rogge & Akol (1989) show that as a result 
of refugee return some readjustment problems will arise for both returnees and the 
community to which they return to. The emergence of such differences between 
returnees and local residents leads to their marginalization and discrimination towards 
them. The basic reason behind such discrimination towards returnees usually is that 
some of them left and had prospered life in exile while others stayed and suffered. 
Second generation refugees face more problems than first generation in social 
reintegration. The second generation refugees have usually adopted attitudes and 
languages of the host country especially if they were allowed to enter the school system 
of the host country. The reintegration of second generation refugees requires enormous 
degree of readjustment (Kibreab, 2002). Omata (2011) points out that in the case of 
Liberian returnees the children described their country as a “strange place” after return. 
In Malawi, young returnees‟ experienced significant stress and ambiguity regarding their 
self and national identity. Cornish, Peltzer & MacLachlan, (1999) mention some factors 
which affect such problems including the cultural distance between the country of origin 
and host country, length of exile and motivation of flight as the main factors. Malawian 
returnees mentioned that they‟re having problems with making friends and the two main 
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reasons were discrimination of young local residents towards returnees and having 
Zambian accent which made them easy to be identified.  
Eastmond (2002) illustrates that exclusion and marginalization of returnees in 
Cambodia motivated them to form returnees‟ communities based on networks that was 
established in exile. He highlights the common experience in exile and discrimination 
are the basis of such identification and community which became a new dimension of 
Cambodian society. On the other hand, due to lack of formal institution and legal 
welfare protection most returnees depend on patronage which could support them in 
times of need. Cambodian returnees had difficulty in accessing social network which is 
important in the system of patronage (Eastmond, 2002).  Moreover, Blitz (2005) 
mentions that Croatian returnees reintegrated into society easily due to social acceptance 
and availability of opportunities while minority returnees such as Serb did not. In the 
case of Lebanese returnees in order to be included in the society, they learned to control 
their attitude to fit with their communities (Bano, Rottlaender, Sanchez-Bayo and 
Viliani, 2003). Kibreab (2002) says that majority of Namibian returnees, especially 
younger generation, could not adapt themselves with the community culture after return.  
Return to post-conflict societies requires the restoration of relationships and trust 
among stayees and returnees which is very important for social reintegration. Kibreab 
(2002) suggests that relationship between returnees and resident population should be 
harmonious due to mutual benefits and interaction between two groups.  Returning 
refugees might be perceived as a burden by stayees as there is competition over scare 
resources such as land, jobs, housing, schools and employments opportunities. These are 
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the main points of tension between stayees and returnees (Kibreab, 2002). Stayees might 
see returnees as people who escaped the hardship of war and earned substantial money 
abroad (Bano, Rottlaender, Sanchez-Bayo and Viliani, 2003). According to them, the 
relationship between returnees and stayees depends on various factors. 
Bascom (2005) mentions that the relation between stayees and returnees in 
Eretria was good due to mutual understanding of each other‟s suffering. Some returnees 
reported that they received very low level of assistance from local residents. Returnees 
participated in social and cooperative production efforts with local population that 
strengthened their relationship. He adds that the local population may welcome the 
returnees positively but that doesn‟t mean that the returnees do not face any difficulties. 
In the case of Eretria, returnees were welcomed after exile as local community 
understood about their suffering and deprivation in exile. Kibreab (2002) states that 
mutual respect and empathy influenced relationship between stayees and returnees in a 
way that each side understood each other suffering and endurance. 
Returnees seem to be targeted as easy victims because of their appearance and 
dialects. They may dress differently and look different so stayees might harass them. 
Vorrath (2007) points out that mismatch, social distance and tension between returnees 
and stayees might lead to the development of returnee identity. In the case of Bosnia, 
this leads to the development of separated returnees‟ community. McLellan (1996) 
points out that in Cambodia one year was not enough for trust building between 
returnees and stayees. He says that the local population could become suspicious and 
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disinterested towards returnees because many returnees chose to settle in places that they 
had never lived before. 
3.4 Summary 
 
Refugees‟ repatriation and state reconstruction have some complex issues. Their 
return to their country affects the stayees and the state positively and negatively. This 
chapter has reviewed the literature and various issues related to refugees‟ return. The 
roles of returnees could be viewed not only in socio-economic and political terms but 
also inter-ethnic relations. In addition, returnees‟ capital was discussed from different 
cases and argued for a better understanding of returnees‟ positively. Furthermore, 
reintegration was also discussed in this chapter to explain the common challenges and 
obstacles that returnees faced in many countries.  
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CHAPTER 4 
Methodology 
To investigate the returnee‟s contribution and reintegration challenges this 
chapter discusses the methodology used to carry out this study. It illustrates the data 
collection methods and data analysis. This chapter is divided into 6 sections (1) research 
questions (2) research description (3) research sites (4) research sample (5) data 
collection and analysis and (6) summary.  
4.1 Research Questions 
 
The aim of this study is to develop a better understanding of the main obstacles 
that returnees from Iran encounterd after resettlement in Kabul. Furthermore, it also 
intends to explore returnees‟ capital of refugee returnees from Iran and their 
contribution. The overall aims of this study are to find answers to the following 
questions:  
1) What are the main motivations for returning to Afghanistan? 
2) What are the main challenges that refugee returnees from Iran face? 
3) What are the main contributions of refugee returnees from Iran? 
4) How do they find their current situation as compared to their life in exile? 
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4.2 Research Description 
 
To carry on this study, the researcher decided to choose qualitative method using 
methodological triangulation technique. Hussein (2009, p.4) defines methodological 
triangulation as “use of more than two methods in studying the same phenomenon under 
investigation”. According to Berg (2004, p.4) combining several techniques helps the 
researcher to obtain “a better, more substantive picture of reality; a richer, more 
complete array of symbols and theoretical concepts; and a means of verifying many of 
these elements”. In-depth interviews, focus group and personal observations are the 
multiple methods used in this research. The researcher intended to study the phenomena 
in-depth in their natural setting and qualitative method was seen as best suited. As Kalf, 
Dam and Dietz (2008, p.83) suggest “qualitative methods are particularly well suited for 
studying a substantive area about which little is known in order to describe phenomena 
in detail and to explore topics that are difficult to study by other means”.  
The researcher used standardized interviews to elicit information from 
informants. Standardized interviews help to obtain “subjects' thoughts, opinions, and 
attitudes about study-related issues” (Berg, 2008. p.69). The questions were developed 
based on previous studies on this issue and before being used were revised by the 
researcher‟s supervisor for advice and tested.  The questions started with closed 
questions on demographic data and followed by open ended questions. “Open-ended 
questions and probes yield in-depth responses about people's experiences, perceptions, 
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opinions, feelings, and knowledge. Data consist of verbatim quotations with sufficient 
context to be interpretable” (Patton, 2002, p. 4).  
In addition, focus groups and personal observations enabled the researcher to 
obtain better insights about the main reintegration challenges that returnees faced. 
According to Berg (2008, p.111), focus groups enable the researcher to “learn through 
discussion about conscious, semiconscious, and unconscious psychological and 
sociocultural characteristics and processes among various groups”. Furthermore, one of 
most distinguished features of this technique is that “the ability to observe interactions 
about a discussion topic during the focus group session. Researchers can observe session 
participants interacting and sharing specific attitudes and experiences, and they can 
explore these issues” (Berg, 2008, p.115). Therefore, personal observations during focus 
group offer opportunity for researcher to take notes on behavior and physical expression 
of participants.  
         It is estimated that with the installment of a new government in Kabul since 2001 
up to now about 5.7 million Afghan refugees have returned mostly from neighboring 
countries. Due to the situation in Afghanistan, accurate data could not be obtained but it 
is estimated that more than 1.5 million people have returned from Iran. Because of 
limited time and resources the researcher approached the informants with snowball 
sampling technique. The basic criteria were those households who lived in Iran as 
refugees and returned to Afghanistan after 2001.  This criterion was made by the 
researcher to avoid selection of Afghan refugees who fled Afghanistan after the U.S 
operation in October 2002 as they were considered as illegal migrants by Iranian 
64 
 
authorities. According to Berg (2008, p.33) snowball sampling is “sometimes the best 
way to locate subjects with certain attributes or characteristics necessary in a study”. In 
addition, this sampling technique is useful for the population which is difficult to reach. 
It should be noted that returnees do not belong to homogenous groups and represent 
different social classes. Therefore, in is important to note that the finding of this study 
could not be generalized to whole returnee‟s population or develop a theory. 
4.3 Research Sites 
 
Kabul is the capital of Kabul Province and the largest city in Afghanistan. It is 
located in the eastern area of the country and according to Central Statistics Office of 
Afghanistan (2012) about 3,289,000 people reside in the city. According to Kabul 
Municipality website (2012), the city is divided into 22 districts and each district covers 
several neighborhoods. Regarding demography, the National Geography Population 
Map (2003) indicates that the population of the city is as follows: Tajik 25%, Hazara 
25%, Pashtun 25%, Uzbek 2%, Baloch 1%, Turkmen 1% and Hindu 1%.  
Most of Afghan refugees have been urbanized in exile and upon return chose 
major cities for resettlement. According to Faubert, Mojaddedi & Sofizada (2005), 
Kabul alone received 32.1% of total returnees‟ population. Therefore, the researcher 
decided to carry this study in Kabul. Moreover, majority of the Afghan refugees in Iran 
come from Hazara and Tajik ethnic groups. In order to find the approximate 
representation of these ethnic groups with different social, economic and cultural 
background the researcher selected two neighborhoods. The criteria for selecting these 
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sites included (1) concentration of returnees‟ population (2) residence of mentioned 
ethnic groups from different socio-economic classes. Based on this criteria and security 
concern which is big challenge in Kabul due to terrorist attacks and insecurity in certain 
areas Dashte Barchi and Khair Khana were chosen to carry the study. 
4.4 Research Sample 
 
The researcher used snowball sampling technique and visited two neighborhoods 
with a high population of returnees from Iran. The researcher approached shopkeepers, 
community leaders, property dealers and mosque leaders initially to ask them if they 
knew any households who met the criteria.  Before carrying out the interview, the heads 
of households were contacted in advance and were asked for permission to be 
interviewed or permit other members of the household for this purpose. After finishing 
the interview they were asked if they know other households who fit the criteria. 
Overall, 17 household heads were interviewed. 
Regarding the focus group, convenience sampling technique was chosen and six 
young returnees were selected for discussing the topics at Ghahva khana (Iranian style 
teahouse which became popular in major cities of Afghanistan). They were informed 
before the opening of discussion about the project and were ensured that their identity 
remain confidential. The researcher facilitated the discussion session. The participants 
were asked series of open-ended questions and researcher played the role of moderator 
of the discussion. They spoke freely and expressed their opinion and perceptions about 
the discussed issues. 
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4.5 Data Collection and Analysis 
 
Primary and secondary resources are used to obtain data for this study. In 
addition, field research was carried out between 17
th 
of March to 2
nd
 April 2012 to 
collect data from informants by direct interviews and focus group discussion. The 
researcher spent 10 days in each research site for interviews and the rest of time was 
used for discussion with focus groups, collecting secondary data from UNHCR office in 
Kabul and Ministry of Refugee and Repatriation. Additionally relevant data were 
gathered from online data base and media. 
Semi-structured interviews comprising of close-ended and open-ended questions 
were used for individual interviews. Close-ended questions on demographic data were 
followed by open-ended questions. The open-ended questions were used to explore 
information about returnees‟ conditions before leaving the country of origin, their 
experience as refugees in Iran, post repatriation conditions and the main challenges they 
face upon return. As Kalf, Dam and Dietz (2008, p.129) suggest “by asking each 
respondent the same questions in the same order direct comparisons can reveal how the 
characteristics of the respondent are linked to her answers to the questions”. In addition, 
mixed closed and open-ended questions allow researcher to analyze the relationship 
between motivation for return and factors such as gender, educational level, skill and 
acquired capital. Shopkeepers, community leaders and mosque leaders have good 
relation with people in the neighborhoods and helped the researcher to find the potential 
households in the research sites. The interviews took place according to informant‟s 
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preferences. The interviews were carried out mainly in informants‟ houses and 
workplaces but in a few cases markets and restaurants were preferred by them. 
Overall, during the field research 17 household heads were interviewed. The 
informants of interview were aged between 24 -70. The informants in the age group 15 - 
24 were one, and those in the age group 25 - 39 were nine people. Informants between 
40-59 years old were six people. There was one informant above 60 years of age. 
Personal observation was another technique that allows the researcher to observe 
the participant in their natural setting. According to Kalf, Dam and Dietz (2008, p.115) 
behavioral observation in natural setting could be studied after researcher spend time in 
setting and “people being studied tend to let down their guard and show typical 
behaviors and discuss issues honestly”. During the interviews, researcher was able to 
observe returnees at their houses and workplaces. This observation provides better 
insight about their social life and attitudes. The focus of the observation during the 
interview was the use of Iranian accent in the house or workplace, lifestyle, clothing and 
attitude toward family members and colleagues. These elements were systematically 
noted. 
The researcher faced many challenges in implementing this study. One of the 
significant challenges is that there was only limited literature on returnees in 
Afghanistan. Furthermore, there is no accurate census by related institutions (UNHCR 
and the Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation) on returnees. The fragile security in 
some areas of Kabul was also another source of concern. Additionally, when the 
researcher approached some informants they were reluctant to be interviewed. In some 
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cases male members of the household were not available and the researcher had to visit 
the house more than once. The family structure, income, assets owned by households 
and amount of remittance was some of the issues that informants did not feel 
comfortable to talk about.  
The researcher has lived as a refugee in Iran for twelve years and is familiar with 
the Iranian accent which is used by most of the returnees from Iran. During the field 
research, the researcher usually introduced himself as a returnee from Iran in Iranian 
accent noting that he was a government employee and graduate student in Japan. The 
researcher hoped that by introducing himself as returnee from Iran who was doing 
research on returnees they would allow him to interview them. Shared experience and 
familiarity with Iranian accent helped the researcher to gain better insight about the 
researched issues. It should be noted that foreign researchers and those who are not 
familiar with returnees‟ lives will face difficulty to approach them because they do not 
feel open to outsider.  The interviews were carried in Persian recorded by MP3 recorder. 
In many cases the interviewees were reluctant to be recorded so the researcher decided 
to take note to avoid anxiety during the interview. For the purpose of ethics in research, 
the informants were told about the aims of the study before the interview. Furthermore, 
they were assured that their identity would remain anonymous to avoid any threats to 
their lives. They were also told that the information which is provided by them was to be 
used only for the purpose of this study. These promise provided them assurance to talk 
freely and express their opinions. 
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Data management is crucial for conducting any research. After collecting the 
data from interviews and focus groups the researcher transcribed the recorded data into 
texts. During this process informant‟s statements were transcribed word by word to 
avoid any change to recorded data. In the next stage, the transcription was reviewed 
carefully and the data was coded into categories and themes. The researcher checked the 
transcription for significant trends and patters and highlighted the ideas that were 
repeated. In addition the data was categorized into major and minor themes for 
analyzing. 
4.6 Summary 
 
This chapter highlighted the methodology which was used to conduct this study. 
First of all, the researcher described the aim of this report and tried to justify the use of 
qualitative methods. In addition, the chapter covered the data collection steps and data 
analysis process.  
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CHAPTER 5 
Findings and Discussion 
This chapter investigates the repatriation of refugees from Iran, the main 
challenges that returnees from Iran faced and their contributions. This chapter is divided 
into five sections (1) repatriation, (2) main challenges in reintegration, (3) returnee‟s 
capital, (4) life comparison, and (5) summary. 
5.1 Repatriation 
 
For most refugees, return to their country is inevitable that would occur sooner or 
later. However, the repatriation of Afghan refugee took place under different 
circumstances. There is a very famous poem by Mohammad Kazim Kazemi published in 
1991 in an Iranian newspaper titled Bazgasht (return). As an Afghan refugee poet in 
Iran, he describes the wish for return to the place in which one has his roots in. It 
highlights the poverty and bitterness of refugees‟ lives in Iran. 
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(Olszewska, 2007, p.211) 
 
Repatriation usually takes place in two different forms, voluntary and involuntary. 
Repatriation operation which is governed by UNHCR is a voluntary program. Afghan 
refugees who wish to return to Afghanistan with the assistance of UNHCR have to 
approach UNHCR Voluntary Repatriation Centers in the country of asylum to register 
for return and sign a Voluntary Repatriation Form. After arriving in Afghanistan, 
returnees approach UNHCR Encashment Center to receive the cash grant (Farhad, 
2011). The informants of this study originally came from different regions of 
Afghanistan and had left the country of various times. While living in Iran, they lived in 
different cities and villages and had returned at various periods. However, all 
respondents chose Kabul for resettlement. 
 
 
 
 Ghorub dar nafas-e garm-e jaddeh khaham 
raft 
Piadeh amadeh budam, piadeh khaham raft 
Telesm-e ghorbatam emshab shekasteh 
khahad shod 
Va sofreh-i ke tahi bud, basteh khahad shod 
Va dar havali-ye shabha-ye „eid, hamsayeh! 
Seda-ye geryeh nakhahi shenid, hamsayeh! 
Haman gharibi ke qollak nadasht, khahad raft 
Va kudaki ke „arusak nadasht, khahad raft 
 
In another part of the poem he says: 
Cheguneh baz nagardam 
ke sangaram anjast 
Cheguneh? 
Ah, mazar-e baradaram anjast. 
 
At sunset with the hot breath of the road I 
shall go 
I came on foot, on foot I shall go 
The talisman of my exile will be broken 
tonight 
And the tablecloth, which was empty, will be 
folded. 
And on the eve of feast days, neighbor! 
You won‟t hear the sound of weeping, 
neighbor! 
The stranger who had not a penny will go 
And the child that had no doll will go. 
 
How can I not return? 
When my battle trench is there 
How? 
Oh, the tomb of my brother is there 
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Figure 5.1 Number of Returnees from Iran by Province of Residence in Iran 
 
Source: Farhad (2012)  
5.1.1 Reasons for repatriation 
 
My family returned to Afghanistan in 2003 after living for thirteen years in Iran. 
Though my father held a university degree, he could not get any official job in Iran. He 
bought a JUKI machine and started to work as an embroider in the house. He always 
dreamt to work for Afghan government as a public servant but because of the ongoing 
conflict there he could not fulfill his dream. I recall the day of 9/11 attack took place; I 
just arrived at our house from school and saw my father watching TV. As an educated 
Afghan in exile, he always followed the news and development in Afghanistan and 
elsewhere. He was really angry and upset about the tragic attack but he never imagined 
that attack would change his life. One month later under the “war on terror” act, 
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American and British forces began aerial bombing campaign in Afghanistan targeting 
Taliban and Al-Qaeda. Within two months, under the auspices of the United Nations, 
Afghan Interim Administration was shaped to govern the country. It was the best news 
for my father and people like him to follow their dreams. My elder brother and I also 
just graduated from high school but due to new restrictions were not able to enter the 
university. So we were also willing to complete our university degrees in Afghanistan. 
My mother was the only one who was against returning to Afghanistan. She was worried 
that the conflict would spark again. For my family, repatriation was a matter of 
following our dreams and living in a country where we can study and work without 
restriction.  
There are different reasons that led to repatriation of refugees. This includes self-
motivation, the push factor from host countries and pull factors in home country. 
Though all respondents of this study mentioned that they returned voluntarily, the 
influences of Iran‟s policy is so obvious on their decision for return. 
The researcher found some trace of emotional satisfaction behind the repatriation. 
However, this is visible on the first generation respondents who lived in Afghanistan 
before exile. The idiom of Watan (homeland) was used especially by the first generation 
refugees who lived in Afghanistan in its heydays. Mohammad Anwar, 50 years old, 
from Daykundi lived in Mashhad for 22 years and was tired of living in exile. According 
to him, “no matter where you go, one day you should go to your watan”. Another 
respondent, Ghulam Sakhi, 70 year old man from Urozgan, also stressed: “I lived in Iran 
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for 25 years and didn‟t want to die there. I want to die in my watan”. Such kinds of 
statements indicate the importance of homeland for the older generation.  
Large proportions of Afghan refugees had been born in Iran and grew up there and 
some of them had never visited Afghanistan before repatriation.  Abbasi Shavazi & 
Sadeghi (2011, p.1) define second generation as “Afghan and Iran-born individuals with 
at least one Afghan-born parent or an Afghan youth who migrated to Iran before age 
seven”. For the second generation, repatriation is associated with a place which they can 
enjoy equal treatment, freedom of movement and citizen rights. Some young 
respondents of this study who spent most of their life in Iran raised this issue and used 
the idiom of Azadi (freedom) that existed in Afghanistan as reason for returning to their 
homeland. Hamid, 26 years old, grew up in Iran and returned to Kabul five years ago. 
He currently works for Ministry of Justice in Afghanistan. He described the life in Iran 
as follows: “every human being needs freedom but we did not have that freedom there 
(Iran). We were deprived of our basic rights; we couldn‟t travel to other cities. I was fed 
up; I came here to enjoy my basic freedom”. Emal, a 26 years old guy from Mazar-i-
Sharif, also spent most of his life in Iran and discussed this issue. He said “I had some 
abilities and always dreamt to go back to Afghanistan and fulfill my dreams. Many 
things that we were not allowed to do there (Iran) we could do it here. I lost my 
confidence in Iran in the 20 years that I lived there and wanted to regain it here”.  
These cases show the different perceptions of young refugees comparing to the 
first generation regarding repatriation. For the first generation, repatriation is related to 
75 
 
nostalgia and the place where they have been connected to. They left Afghanistan under 
harsh circumstances and for them living in Iran was a matter of survival. While for the 
second generation, Afghanistan is a place of some unclear childhood memories or stories 
from parents and grandparents. Many of them have been humiliated in the streets, 
workplace or schools in Iran. In addition to that, they faced restrictions on their 
education, employment and travel. Most of them grew up with a dream about the kind of 
life in which they could be treated equally like other citizens. For them Afghanistan is 
not only the place that their roots lay, but also a place where they can enjoy their basic 
freedom. 
Host countries utilized the installment of new government in Kabul and flow of aid 
money to encourage Afghan refugees to repatriate. As a result of such campaigns, some 
refugees had repatriated with expectation that Afghanistan will recover within a few 
years with the billions of dollars which was endorsed by the international community. 
One respondent complained about the situation in Afghanistan and described his shock 
about the backwardness of the country even though billions of dollars were spent there. 
Ali, a 33 years old guy, who was born in Iran, described his shock after crossing Iran-
Afghan border. He said, “three years ago when I returned to Afghanistan I traveled by 
bus from Heart to Kabul. I felt that I was traveling in the Stone Age. It was totally 
different from my expectations. I thought that with billions of aid money spent in 
Afghanistan it would be similar to Iran but it was not”. This case shows that some 
Afghan refugees might return in the hope that their country have recovered from 
devastation with the flow of billions of aid money. They come to find the prosperous life 
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which they lacked in exile in their home country. But upon repatriation they might regret 
their decision about repatriation. 
 It should be noted that Afghan refugees remaining in Iran were tracing the 
situation of relatives who repatriated. They learnt from the mistakes of the relatives. 
Abbasi-Shavazi & Glazebrook (2006) studied Afghan refugees in Iran and found that 
those households with relatives who returned satisfactorily were more willing to return 
to Afghanistan than those with unsatisfied repatriated relatives. The return graph in table 
5.2 shows a big gap between the return figures in 2004 (377,000) and 2012 (18,000). 
This gap might be related to unfulfilled expectations.  
Figure 5.2 Returnees Numbers from Iran 
 
  Source: UNHCR office, Kabul (2012) 
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Push factors from Iran tend to be the main reason for repatriation. Almost all 
respondents mentioned that their decision was influenced by Iranian policies towards 
them. Since 2002, Iran‟s policy shifted to emphasize on repatriation and as part of this 
shift Iran had reclassified Afghans from being “refugees” to “migrants”. This change 
carried the implication that after the fall of Taliban Afghanistan is safe and refugees 
should return to their country (Tober, 2007). According to the International Crisis Group 
(2009), in order to encourage Afghan refugees to return to Afghanistan the Iranian 
government revoked many of the privileges they had granted earlier including access to 
subsidized education, health and staple food coupons. In addition to that, Amnesty 
International (2003) indicate that many Afghan refugees in Iran were denied access to 
school after new restrictions was issued and they were forced to attend Afghan-run 
schools which are illegal and faced the risk of closure. Moreover, the Iranian authorities 
passed 11 articles in 2003, entitled “regulations on accelerating repatriation of Afghan 
nationals” which restricted employment, banking services, participation in civil society 
and accommodation for Afghan refugees without valid documents (Kamal, 2007).   
Restriction on employment was considered to be a significant reason for 
repatriation of informants in this study. Since 2001, Iranian authorities had imposed 
serious restrictions on employment of foreign workers and many Afghans lost their jobs 
and some moved to remote areas in order to avoid encountering authorities. Five 
respondents stated that due to restrictions on employment they faced difficulties in 
finding jobs; therefore, they decided to return to Afghanistan. Raza, a 50 year old man 
from Helmand, who lived in Iran for 27 years explained “our shoemaking factory in 
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Tehran was closed several times by the Ministry of Labour and our employer had to pay 
fines for employing us (foreign workers). He was exhausted by such incidents and 
decided to close his shop and we lost our jobs”. As a provider for four kids and his wife, 
he added “I went to Isfahan to work in a stonecutting factory with my brother but the job 
in stonecutting factory was heavy for me and I couldn‟t take it. I had to return”.  This 
man had returned with his family in 2006 and opened small grocery shop in Kabul.  
The educated and professional Afghans have also been affected by employment 
restrictions. Though educated and professional Afghans had never been legally 
employed by any government institutions and private firms in Iran, some of them were 
able to find jobs informally. Two respondents strongly raised this issue and told their 
stories. Mahdi from Herat with a veterinary degree reported that he was able to find a 
job in small ranch in Kashan but later he lost his job. He explained: “Though I didn‟t 
have work permission, I found a job in ranch through my college classmate and worked 
there for about one year. At the beginning, my employer had no problem with that but 
after a few months he told me that he can‟t risk his ranch to closure because of me. He 
was so afraid of the inspectors of Ministry of Labor”. He returned in 2010 with his 
parents, four siblings, wife and son and started to work for a private TV channel.  
Traditionally Afghan families are large sized. The family size of informants of this 
study varied from 5 to 11 members. However, the average size is 7 members per 
household. In addition to that, most families have one or two income earner(s). When 
the income of a household is reduced due to restriction of employment of the income 
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earners, the household undergoes significant economic pressure. These two cases show 
clearly how restrictions on employment had negative effects on life of Afghan refugees 
and influenced their decision for repatriation. 
The domestic economic problems in Iran tended to be another push factor. This 
issue is especially obvious on current returnees.  In 2010, the Iran parliament passed a 
plan which is known as “subsidy reform plan”. Under this plan, the government replaced 
the subsidies of food and energy with cash grant which is paid monthly to Iranian 
citizens. This reform had negative effects on the life of Afghan refugees who do not 
benefit from cash assistance. Three respondents who were repatriated recently claimed 
that such reforms increased the living expenses in Iran. Majid, a 26 year old man, 
repatriated in 2011 with his wife had worked as a daily laborer in Kerman. He said, “the 
life in Iran had reached its toughest time; we could not afford living there anymore, the 
food, the rent, utilities bills, everything became more expensive day by day”. The 
current return trend also indicates that discontinuation of subsidies compelling refugees 
out of Iran. According to Farhad (2011), the number of refugees returning from Iran 
shows 56% increase in 2011 comparing to 2010. In addition, as the international 
community and particularly the U.S imposes more sanctions on Iran for its nuclear 
ambitions, the Iranian economy is shrinking. The newest sanction has targeted Iranian 
oil production sector. Therefore, life in Iran had become tougher for Afghans whose 
worked mainly in construction sector that depended on oil money.  
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Restrictions on education of Afghan refugee‟s children have been also cited as 
reason for return by respondents. Families with kids at school ages or those who wanted 
to pursue their higher education returned to Afghanistan. Qorban Ali, a 54 year old man 
from Ghazni who lived for 23 years in Tehran, complained that the Iranian government 
denied the education for Afghan refugees, which should be their basic rights. He said, 
“my son and daughters were not allowed to enter university due to new laws but here in 
Afghanistan they entered university and two of them graduated from the university”.  
Yonous, a 27 year old current engineer, explained that after the installment of Afghan 
Interim Authority, Iranian government revoked the education rights for Afghan students. 
He stressed, “I was studying at 12th grade at that time and though 2 months of school 
had passed they (Iranian) expelled us from the classroom. Iranian government did not 
want us to promote in education but here in Afghanistan, we could work and study, that 
is why I repatriated”.  Another respondent, Joma Khan with four sons and three 
daughters all of school age, mentioned that right of education was his main motivation 
for repatriation. He expressed “though my economic situation in Iran was good, I always 
wanted my children to get education and not be illiterate like me and their mother. In 
Yazd (Iran), they studied in self-run school which was not of good quality education”.  
In Afghanistan, all his kids entered school and are pursuing their school in different 
grades.  
Thus for those Afghan refugees who lived in Iran, education became an essential 
part of their life. This is partly due to literacy awareness that they experienced in Iran. 
According to Saito (2009), Afghan refugees had access to education until 1995 and it 
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was revoked. As a response to new restrictions Afghans established self-run schools; 
however, the Iranian authority banned such kinds of schools in 2002. Saito (2009) 
claims that the literacy rate of Afghans in Iran increased drastically from 6.9 percent in 
1991 to 69 percent in 2008. As a result of this change, Afghan refugees realized the 
importance of education on the life of their children. When their children were deprived 
of education, they decided to return to Afghanistan where they could go to school. 
Family issues tended to be another reason for return. Two informants claimed that 
their families returned in order to live near family members and relatives. Akbar, a 28 
year old man from Badakhshan, claimed that his 19 year old brother was picked up by 
police while he was on his way to work. He said that his brother was deported one week 
after his arrest for not carrying his document. He stressed that “family is the most 
important thing for us. Besides, that I think my father was looking for justification to 
return to Afghanistan. Every time he raised the issue of return, my mom rejected. But 
when my brother was deported my mother could not disagree with my father”. 
Azizuallah, a 41 years old man from Heart, also explained that he returned to 
Afghanistan because his daughter and siblings had already repatriated. “My son in law 
returned to Afghanistan in 2003 with my daughter, and then my brother and sister 
moved there with their families. We still had some relatives in Iran but I missed my 
daughter, brother and sister”. He repatriated with his children and wife in 2004 and 
settled in the same neighborhood as his daughter. Family is very important in Afghan 
culture and family bonds are sacred in the society. Clearly, this tradition has also 
influenced refugee‟s decision regarding their return to Afghanistan.  
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Turton & Marsden (2002) claim that the repatriation of refugees to Afghanistan are 
influenced by four factors. First of all, the simplest reason is that they were tired of 
living in exile and wanted to return home. Second, the push factors from host countries. 
Thirdly, great expectations after listening to media campaign in asylum countries which 
were talking about the flow of aid and reconstruction that lay ahead in Afghanistan. 
Finally, the offer by host countries and UNHCR which included cash grant and 
assistance package attracted them to return 
Regarding the claim of Turton & Marsden (2002), the researcher found some 
evidence for the first three reasons that they mentioned. But none of the respondents of 
this study reported UNHCR assistance package as reason for repatriation. Out of the 23 
respondents, only 6 of them reported that they received assistance from UNHCR. The 
assistance package which they received included a cash grant (US$ 15-100), blanket, 
tent and wheat. Matin who was born in Iran and returned without UNHCR assistance 
stressed the bureaucratic process for receiving such assistance as follows: “we should 
submit our ID card and register first. Then they gave us a letter and send us to camp. 
You should spend two days in a camp and take some awareness classes regarding 
landmines and polio. Many Afghans did not want to waste their time in such 
bureaucratic process”. Therefore, this package could not be attractive for Afghan 
refugees in Iran.  
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5.1.2 Preparation for repatriation 
 
Many refugees make some arrangement before repatriation. Preston (1999) 
believes that preparation for return is also part of the repatriation process. The 
preparation prior of return is important in the early stage of resettlement. These 
arrangements include purchasing land, investment, finding suitable housing and seeking 
employment. Respondents of this study were asked if they made any arrangements prior 
to repatriation and the nature of the preparation was questioned. Majority of the 
respondents mentioned that they didn‟t make any arrangement before repatriation. 
However, eight respondents stated that they were somehow prepared before return in 
order to reduce the risk of displacement and unemployment. 
Three out of the twenty three respondents mentioned that their families seekought 
employment before repatriation. Morteza, a 35 year old carpenter from Mazar-i-Sharif, 
mentioned that before returning to Afghanistan his father had visited Afghanistan. This 
respondent explained “my father had come to Afghanistan to assess if he could open a 
carpentry shop in Kabul. After a few months, he was able to rent a place”. His family 
which comprised of 11 people returned in 2008 to join the father. Another respondent 
Mohammad Anwar from Daykuni expressed that he used to work in sleepers making 
factory in Mashad. He consulted his brother who had already returned to Afghanistan a 
few years earlier than him about jobs. “My brother told me that it is better to find source 
of livelihood before returning. Therefore, I asked him to find a job for me. I returned 
with my family when he informed me that he can get me a job in his friends‟ bakery”. 
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Seeking employment is time consuming process and without proper job many 
refugee families depended on their savings in the early stage of resettlement. Afghan 
refugees seek employment prior return to secure their source of livelihood and reduce 
the risk of long unemployment. These two cases show that finding employment is 
crucial not only for unskilled workers but even for skilled workers. In the first case, 
though the head of family was carpenter who is considered as a skilled worker, he 
visited Afghanistan to open his own shop. After securing his source of livelihood he 
asked his family to join him. He relied on his skills for establishing a source of 
livelihood. For the second case, the informant had no definite skill; therefore, he relied 
on his social network for finding a job prior to return.  
Seeking suitable housing is also a common phenomenon among Afghan refugees. 
As population increases in Kabul the shortage of housing is obvious. Therefore, many 
families purchased the land and construct their house gradually. One respondent claimed 
that he bought a land before returning. Ahmad Zia who arrived in Afghanistan in 2004 
after living 23 years in Iran explained how he sent money to his cousin in Kabul for 
land. “I sent him 30 million Rial (Iranian currency) (US$ 1,000) in 2003 to purchase a 
300 square meter piece of land in Kabul. We lived in a rental house in Iran and wanted 
to have our own house in Afghanistan”. On the other hand, families which could not 
afford to buy land or house, tried to rent a house prior to return. Qorban Ali who arrived 
in Afghanistan in 2004 with his three sons and three daughters stressed that he asked his 
elder son to go to Afghanistan earlier than them. His son reclaimed the house from the 
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renter in Kabul and his family sent their home appliances from Iran. After a month, the 
whole family joined the elder son. 
As mentioned earlier, the average family size of respondents of this study is 7 and 
finding suitable housing for a large family is a big challenge. In addition to that, Afghan 
refugees were not allowed to buy houses or land in Iran. These two factors increased 
eagerness among refugees to consider buying a house or land before repatriation. 
Abbasi-Shavazi & Glazebrook (2006) studied Afghan refugees in Iran and highlights 
that most Afghans stated that they tried to remain in Iran for medium term in order to 
accumulate capital for purchasing land, house or shop prior to return. However, some 
families due to their economic situation are not able to buy land or a house. Therefore, 
they try to find suitable housing prior to return to reduce the risk of displacement. 
Gradual return tends to be another kind of preparation. Three respondents of this 
study have reported that their family repatriated gradually. Ali, 33 year old from Kabul 
said, “my father sent one of my elder brothers to assess the situation in Afghanistan. We 
returned when he (elder brother) told us that there is opportunity for studying and 
working in Afghanistan”. Another respondent, Abbas, from Ghazni, returned to 
Afghanistan in 2008 and was hired as a policeman. His wife, three daughters and two 
sons repatriated five months after him.  Mahdi also reported that he came to Afghanistan 
in 2010 while his family was still in Iran. This respondent said, “before coming to 
Afghanistan I always heard people talking about the situation here (Afghanistan). I heard 
both bad and good things and hesitated about return. I came alone to check the situation 
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by my own eyes. When I saw that it is not as bad as people and media said, I told my 
wife and son to come here too”. 
As we can see in these three cases, some families send one member of the 
household for studying the situation in Afghanistan before returning the entire 
household. This is a rational decision and through this strategy, the member who is in 
most cases is the head of household paves the way for the entire family to return. These 
visits take place to assess the situation in Afghanistan. In addition to that, it could 
decrease the risk which is associated with repatriation such as unemployment.  
Saito (2009) studied 48 returnees in Afghanistan and found that majority of her 
respondents mentioned that they were prepared for return by making some 
arrangements. However, only eight out of twenty three respondents of this study were 
somehow prepared. This could be due to several reasons. First of all, some of them are 
skilled workers and educated and believed that they could start new life in Afghanistan. 
Second, some of them might have saved enough money while living in Iran so they 
relied on their capital for resettlement. However, the respondents of this study were 
reluctant to talk about the amount of capital which they brought to Afghanistan. Finally, 
they might have counted on their social network in Afghanistan to solve any problem 
that might happen upon return.  
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5.2 Reintegration Challenges 
 
In the past decade, we have witnessed the movement of refugees to Afghanistan 
and mass return of refugees associated with difficulties and obstacles. The speed and 
scale of return under voluntary repatriation program to Afghanistan in the early stage 
raised critical discussion about the prospect and sustainable reintegration. 
It is generally agreed that Afghanistan remains one of the poorest countries in the 
world and refugee returnees like the rest of population experience serious challenges. 
However, returnees due to their special experience are in exposure to particular 
difficulties. The challenges faced by more than 5.7 million refugee returnees haven‟t 
received special attention by international media and government. Macdonald (2011) 
argues that attention is primarily focused on the ongoing armed conflict, NATO‟s 
withdrawal plan and reconciliation efforts.  
The challenges that Afghan returnees and particularly those who returned from 
Iran face could be divided into three categories: (1) housing and property disputes (2) 
employment, and (3) social reintegration. The following sections investigates these 
issues. 
5.2.1 Housing and property disputes  
 
Lack of housing represents one of the major obstacles for reintegration of 
returnees. Respondents were asked what of main problems that they faced in 
Afghanistan. Ten respondents stressed lack of housing as the main challenge. On the 
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other hand, only five respondents of this study reported that they are living in their own 
houses; one paid bond and the rest live in rental houses. Out of five who own the house, 
two had houses in Kabul before leaving Afghanistan, one owns a house in Helmand, one 
purchased before repatriation and constructed it gradually and one bought the house 
after return.  
Several respondents complained about the lack of adequate housing and high rents. 
Ghulam Sakhi, a 70 year old man, from Urozgan came back to Afghanistan in 2010 with 
his two daughters and wife and explained the housing problem. This respondent said, 
“one of our problems is housing. Some returnees who had money were able to buy a 
house or build a house. But for many returnees like me building a house is really costly. 
Rental houses are expensive in Kabul and I live with three other families in the same 
house”. He told the researcher that he is paying 3000 Afghani (US$ 60) per month and 
could not afford to rent a complete house for his family because it costs more. Mahmood 
from Wardak also stressed his dissatisfaction about his housing. He lived in Iran for 18 
years and returned with three siblings and parents in 2003. “Because we are a big family 
we had to find a suitable housing for us. The cheapest house we were able to find cost 
12,000 Afghani (US$ 225). Finally we found a good place and we paid US$ 3,000 to the 
owner as bond. But that money was our savings and at that time it was considerable 
amount of money. We could buy land at that time but we need a place to move in 
immediately” he said.  
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  As mentioned earlier, five respondents reported that they own houses. The 
average rent that was paid by respondents who do not own a house is 7,470 Afghani 
(US$ 140) while the average income of the same respondents is about 20,000 Afghani 
(US$ 376). Apparently, these households spend 37.35 percent of their income on rent 
which is rather a significant percentage. It should be mentioned that households with 
high incomes live in better houses; therefore, they pay higher rent. For instance, one of 
the respondents of this study claimed that the income of his household is about 40,000 
Afghani (US$ 753) and they live in the house which is located in a better neighborhood 
with 24 hours electricity and tap water. This household pays 15,000 Afghani (US$ 282) 
for rent. On the other hand, a household with total income of 10,000 Afghani (US$ 188) 
spend 2,000 Afghani (US$ 38) monthly on the house with 12 hours electricity and well 
water. It can be concluded that many households are not satisfied with spending 
considerable amount of their income on rent. Therefore, their status as houseless is their 
main challenge.  
Many refugees who returned to Afghanistan are unable or unwilling to return to 
their areas of origin and end up settling in major urban areas such as Kabul and Heart 
(Tamang, 2009). According to UNHCR (2012), many refugees became urbanized while 
living in exile and chose to settle in urban areas to have access to better employment 
opportunities and other facilities. Faubert, Mojaddedi & Sofizada (2005) claim six 
provinces received more than two-thirds of all returnees from neighboring countries and 
Kabul alone received 32.1% of the total returnees‟ population. In addition to that, many 
houses were destroyed and damaged during the war. Though there is no accurate figure 
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about the number of houses and buildings which were destroyed during decades of 
conflict in Afghanistan, UNHCR (Shelter, 2012) has estimated that 500,000 homes were 
either totally or partly ruined. This issue causes the shortage of housing and increasing 
the real estate price in big cities such as Kabul.  
To tackle the housing problem, under the Afghanistan National Development 
Strategy (2008-2013) the government of Afghanistan established the Refugee, Returnee 
and Internally Displaced Person Plan and committed to provide land for returning 
refugees with the support of international community (Macdonald, 2011). According to 
UNHCR (2008), in 2005 Ministry of Refugee and Repatriation launched the Land 
Allocation Scheme (LAS) as the result of presidential decree 104, to distribute the intact 
and uncultivated government land to landless returnees and IDPs to address their need 
for land and housing. Under this scheme, returnees who do not own the land under his or 
her name, the name of spouse or minor child is eligible to apply for land. Since then, 
32,586 families received temporary land ownership and 4,018 moved to these 
settlements. 
Land Allocation Scheme tends to be ineffective. Several respondents of this study 
denied their knowledge about Land Allocation Scheme. Meanwhile three respondents 
reported that they registered for land plot but neither of them has received his land yet. 
Akbar from Badakhshan complained about land plots. He said, “those lands which are 
suitable for living are grabbed by land mafia (land grabbers). The arid lands which are 
useless and unsuitable for constructing towns are distributed to returnees. I have one 
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land plot but I cannot build a house because it almost costs the same as constructing a 
house in the city. It is located outside and I cannot sell it too”. This land scheme was 
criticized by Emal who described the land which is distributed by Ministry of Refugee 
and Repatriation as follow: “you should cross two mountains and two deserts to reach to 
those sites. This is if you are lucky, because it takes years for you to get your plot. I 
know some people who returned to obtain those lands but they were depressed after not 
reaching to what they want”.  
There are several factors which undermine Land Allocation Scheme. The main 
challenge of LAS is the ambiguity and dispute over the land ownership in some 
designated LAS sites (International Crisis Group, 2009). Beside that the isolation of 
Returnees Townships which lack portable water, electricity; sanitation; school and 
health clinics and their distance from labor market make them unpleasant settlement 
(Macdonald, 2011). Majidi (2011) discusses the ineffectiveness of LAS and points out 
that Alice Ghan project (one of Returnees Township) which is located 30 km North 
Kabul, provided land for vulnerable returnees‟ households. According to her, this project 
foundered firstly because of distance from Kabul, secondly, lack of employment 
opportunities and finally lack of basic infrastructure and inappropriate housing design. 
As a result, returnees are reluctant to settle there and occupancy rate is about 20% of the 
full capacity. In addition, some returnees‟ households which are receiving land plot 
under LAS scheme cannot afford to build their houses on the plots (Gulzari, 2012). 
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Property dispute is common phenomena in Afghanistan and returnees tend to be 
affected more by this issue. Two respondents reported that their properties were 
confiscated while they were living in Iran. Mahmood from Wardak reported that his 
family‟s agriculture land was grabbed by relatives. He said, “we left Afghanistan 20 
years ago and we left our land. When we came back in 2003 our land was occupied. It is 
located in remote areas and we didn‟t bother to reclaim it. We do not have influence to 
re-poses it, so we just let it go”. Another respondent Matin from Kabul also reported that 
his grandparents land was confiscated in Kabul. His family fled to Iran 30 years ago and 
they returned in 2009 and found out that his cousin grabbed the land in their absence.  
He said, “the land is located in a commercial area now and it is worth a lot. He (the 
cousin) spent a lot of money and bribed some officials and made fake documents”. His 
father and other uncles are trying to regain the land. Moreover, Younous from Parwan 
discussed this issue and said, “most people who fled to Iran were from rural areas and 
became urbanized in Iran. When they come back they‟re not interested in those 
properties anymore because they are priceless and are not worth reclaiming”. 
Macdonald (2011) suggests that refugees might flee without the legal documents 
of land and property or these could have been destroyed or occupied. Ownership 
disputes are common especially between those who remained and those who fled during 
the conflict. Some families do not bother to reclaim the property or land if they are 
occupied by powerful warlords and elites. Abbasi-Shavazi & Glazebrook (2006) carried 
out the research among Afghan refugees in Iran and discovered that two thirds of their 
respondents lost access to their properties. Some of them expressed that they made 
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arrangement for their relative and acquaintances to look after their property but they are 
unwilling to return because of concerns about reclaiming the properties from relatives. 
Furthermore, Amnesty International (2003) reports that many returnees that they spoke 
to, stressed that after repatriation they found their land and properties were occupied. In 
most case their properties were occupied by families who have the support of local 
commanders. 
According to the International Crisis Group (2009) to ensure the property right for 
returnees the government has established a special land court in 2003. However, the 
success of this court has been limited because of the absence of the rule of law so the 
judgments could not be enforced. In addition, weak institutions and corruption which 
accompany that weakness creates obstacles for returnees to reclaim their properties after 
return (Long, 2010). There is a big concern that this issue might lead to intra-community 
conflict and division between returnees and their compatriots. However, those refugees 
who maintained strong ties with their communities while in exile often manage to retain 
their properties (ILO, 2012).  
5.2.2 Employment and economic reintegration 
 
Economic reintegration and lack of employment represents another obstacle for 
some refugee returnees. According to Amnesty International (2003), the common 
obstacle that put the sustainable return in risk is the lack of employment of returnees.  
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At least six respondents mentioned that lack of job opportunities as their major 
problem. Abbas, 50 years old man from Ghazni complained about the lack of 
employment in Afghanistan. He returned in 2008 and his wife, three daughters and two 
sons joined him later. Currently he works as a policeman and his salary is 17,000 
Afghani (US$ 320) and stressed that his income is not enough for covering rent, daily 
life and university expenses of his daughter and son. He said, “in Iran my wife and 
children worked in the house. They made school bags while I worked in radio repair 
workshop. With that income our life was secured but in Afghanistan there is no such 
job”.  
According to Roy (2000), some Afghan women and children in Iran work in their 
houses to contribute to their family income. Shelling pistachios, cleaning wool, making 
brooms, cleaning saffron, making chains, and carpet weaving are some example of the 
jobs that they worked. But such kinds of jobs are not available in Afghanistan due to its 
weak economy and lack of domestic market. Refugee families who return are denied 
from such source of income; therefore‟ they go under significant economic pressure.  
Afghanistan is one of the least developed countries due to decades of war. 
Afghanistan economy is dependent on foreign aid. Kaveh from Daykundi blamed the 
economic policy of the government and explained how it resulted in lack of 
employment. This respondent said, “there is no labor market in Afghanistan, no 
production. Afghanistan is a consumer country and our businessmen only import goods. 
There is no factory which hire employees. I know some people who re-immigrate to Iran 
to work there because there is no job here”. However, some returnees adapt some coping 
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strategy to sustain their economic reintegration. Reliance on remittance is one strategy 
which secures the livelihood of returnees households. Four respondents of this study 
stressed that at least one of their family members lives abroad and supports them 
financially. They were reluctant to talk about the amount of remittance. The countries 
which they received remittance from include Iran, Italy, United Kingdom and 
Switzerland.  
It is widely recognized that getting job in Afghanistan is lengthier process and in 
many cases requires connection. Faisal returned with his two sisters, a brother and 
parents in 2004. He stressed “we lived in Iran for 13 years, when we came back none of 
us was able to find a job. It took a few months for my mother to get job at Ministry of 
Labor and Social affairs. He added, “we had a house and piece of land in Kabul and we 
sold the land. We used the money for repairing our house and our livelihood until my 
mother got job”. In the other hand, those people who left the country and return after 
decades usually lose their network in Afghanistan.  Nasir from Parwan said, “for 
educated returnees nepotism and discrimination make it difficult to find job in their 
fields. Without strong connection which many returnees lack, they cannot get job at 
government organizations. I know some people (returnees) that are unemployed though 
they have qualification”.  
These two cases show how bureaucracy and absence of meritocracy have negative 
effect on the lives of returnees. The consequences of this issue are not limited only on 
returnees. Abbasi-Shavazi & Glazebrook (2006) studied Afghan refugees in Iran and 
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pointed that some Afghan refugees with university qualification expressed their worries 
about the shortage of job in Afghanistan and affirmed that they would need personal 
connection to access employment there. In the absence of such connection they‟re 
reluctant to return to Afghanistan. Moreover, you saw how returnees face discrimination 
in employment.  
5.2.3 Social reintegration 
 
 Generally, refugees and in particular second generation refugees easily adapt the 
culture of asylum countries. This adaptation causes problem for them upon return and 
might expose them to discrimination. According to UNHCR (2012), since 2002 about 
5.7 million Afghan refugees have returned and approximately 25% are youth between 
16-25 years age. The major characteristic of the second generation is that they highly 
adapt the Iranian or Pakistani lifestyle and after return their attitude might be perceived 
with contempt by other Afghans.  
Several respondents complained that Afghan society has negative perceptions 
about returnees from Iran and consider this as serious problem which returnees face. 
However, this issue was raised mainly by second generation respondents.  Matin, a 28 
years old guy, was born in Iran and raised there. He had returned to Afghanistan three 
years ago and started singing as his hobby. He stated that many people criticized him for 
his Iranian accent. “I never like to use Iranian accent in my songs but I can‟t avoid it. 
People think I‟m pro-Iranian because I talk in Iranian accent.  People in Afghanistan 
hate those who speak in Iranian accent”.  Jalal, 32 years old respondent from Ghazni 
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also discussed this issue. His family moved to Iran when he was five years old and lived 
in Tehran for 21 years. He described second generation refugee life in Iran as follows: 
“we were behaving like Iranians outside of the house but were Afghani inside the 
house”. He continued “when we returned, we were confused what our identity is. The 
worst part is when you are humiliated in your country by your own compatriots because 
of your accent and appearances”. 
Many second generation Afghan refugees have acquired the culture and lifestyle of 
the host societies and their return is associated with difficulty. Saito (2009) claims that 
due to discrimination which second generation refugees‟ faced in Iran they were under 
great pressure to speak Iranian Persian in public. Therefore, upon return they are easily 
identified as returnees due to their accent. This might lead to their social exclusion. 
According to Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission report (2011), this 
might cause mental problem and marginalization of some of young returnees.  
Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission report (2011) also points out that 
these returnees face discrimination and humiliation by some state institutions including 
education and higher education institutions. Sometimes their accent and clothing 
deprived them of their rights and caused them to feel losing their belonging to their 
country and society. 
Dari and Pashto are two languages which are used by most population of 
Afghanistan. Persian is the language of Iran and Dari is a form of Persian dialect which 
is used in Afghanistan and Tajikistan. Afghan refugees were under significant pressure 
in Iran to speak Iranian accent and not Dari in public to avoid being identified as 
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Afghan. For many returnees it takes time to get used to Dari accent. The same thing is 
true about their clothing. While most of Afghans wear Afghan traditional clothes, 
returnees dress western clothes which are popular in Iran. These two factors make them 
distinguished from the rest of population. Therefore, they‟re easily identified and 
harassed by their compatriots. The researcher realized that most of younger and second 
generation returnees prefer to speak in Iranian accent when they are communicating with 
other family members. Even during the interview, they preferred to speak Iranian accent 
and not Dari with the researcher. But in daily life, they have to use Dari accent in 
workplace and streets to avoid harassment.  
Female returnees face enormous social and emotional contradictions during the 
process of reintegration. Female returnees are also easily identified by their appearances, 
clothing and attitude which could be at odds with the local culture and social codes. 
Therefore, they are easy target for harassment by their compatriots (Saito, 2009). 
Furthermore, there is a stereotype perception towards female returnees that they tend to 
be freer in the eyes of their compatriots. This includes negative sense and less moral 
behavior and in a positive sense having more access to education and work. She claims 
that women‟s mobility reduces in Afghanistan as a result of security concerns, social 
norms and availability of facilities and provides an unfavorable environment for many of 
them. On the other hand, Kamal (2009) studied four Afghan youths in Iran before and 
after repatriation and she finds out that the adjustment process is difficult and complex 
particularly for females. She mentions that her two female respondents adjusted their 
attitude and clothing in order to match with Afghan society. She noticed that her 
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respondents replaced Iranian accent with local accent (Dari). According to her, the youth 
faced initial shock but their lives improved after adjustment period and believed that this 
adjustment is something that all Afghans in Iran have been through sooner or later. 
The government of Afghanistan has issued a decree which forbid discrimination 
against returnees. The President of the Afghan Interim Administration issued Decree 
297 in 2001. First article of the decree states that “Returning Afghan nationals, who 
were compelled to leave the country and found refuge in Iran, Pakistan and other 
countries of the world, will be warmly welcomed without any form of intimidation or 
discrimination”. In addition article 9 mentions that ”the implementation of the 
provisions of this decree is the responsibility of the Ministry of Refugee and 
Repatriation; law and order organs are obliged to assist the Ministry of Refugee 
Repatriation in this task”(Afghan Interim Administration, 2001, p.1). Despite this 
decree, all respondents of this study agreed that returnees from Iran are discriminated 
and harassed by people and government. In contrast, according to Afghan National 
Development Strategy (2008), though the social reintegration of returnees is challenging 
there has been no pattern of discrimination against returnees. 
The question that has arisen here is why there is resentment by Afghan society 
towards returnees. According to International Crisis Group (2009, p.11), “almost every 
Afghan has either been displaced or migrated at some point during the decades of 
conflict, or can name a family member, friend or neighbor who has”. But this could not 
guarantee the non-discrimination attitude of remainees toward returnees. Emal from 
Mazar-i-Sharif described the resentment of Afghan society by saying “adjusting with 
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people who lived here during the conflict years is difficult. They think as themselves as 
the owners of this soil (homeland) and recognize returnees as Ghariba (outsider). They 
say we (returnees) escaped Afghanistan during war but they lost lives here. With the 
existence of such perceptions, there is always conflict between returnees and those who 
never left Afghanistan”. Kaveh from Daykundi also explained, “when refugees return 
they face significant problems. People do not recognize them as themselves (Afghan). 
They call us Iranigak and do not like us to have good relations with us. Sometimes they 
make problems for us”.  
Three decades of war in Afghanistan have resulted in enormous number of 
casualty and death. Some Afghans did not leave the country during the conflict. 
According to them while they stayed and endured all these difficult years, those who left 
Afghanistan had prosperous lives in exile and enjoyed. This perception might be the 
basic reason behind the resentment of Afghan society towards returnees. On the other 
hand, Saito (2009) claims one reason linked to this attitude is the fear related to 
competition for resources. She believes that second generation returnees are in better 
socio-economic position than those Afghan who never left Afghanistan and as a result 
they perceive returnees as threat in education, employment and property ownership.  
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5.3 Returnee’s capital  
 
Returnees may be perceived as burden to Afghanistan by people and state. This 
section will focus on alternative perspectives regarding the positive role of returnees 
namely, their ability to stimulate aid, their skills, capital that they bring from exile.  
According to CIA factbook (2012), Afghanistan‟s population is about 30 million 
with the existence of over 5.7 million returnees we can claim that 19 percent of the 
current population are returnees. Though Afghanistan‟s economy remains poor, 
evidence shows that returnees contribute to the economy as much as the existing 
population contributes (Kronenfeld, 2011). Furthermore, returnees constitute an 
important element for state reconstruction. Saito (2008) pointed out that large-scale 
repatriation of youth should be seen as opportunity to rebuild the country.  
5.3.1 Flow of aid and assistance  
 
Mass repatriation of refugees is usually accompanied with involvement of 
international donors. Kronenfeld (2011) suggests that significant amount of international 
aid has flowed to Afghanistan to help returnees; therefore, their contribution to the 
economy is positive. This aid flows to the country through various channels and includes 
the repatriation assistance by UNHCR and host countries, reintegration projects by 
international donors and governmental institutions. Moreover, to investigate the ability 
of returnees to stimulate aid, attention should given to the budget which is spent for 
reintegration projects.  
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Cash grant is part of the assistance package which is provided by UNHCR for 
refugees who wish to repatriate. According to Turton & Marsden (2002), UNHCR 
provided US$20 per person as transportation cost for every refugee to encourage them to 
repatriate in the early years. Faubert, Mojaddedi & Sofizada (2005) affirm that by the 
end of 2005 a total amount of US$67 million had been injected into the economy of 
Afghanistan through hundreds of thousands who received cash grant of UNHCR for the 
voluntary repatriation program. According to Pasha (2008) in order to increase voluntary 
repatriation, UNHCR increased the assistance package from US$ 30 to US$ 100 per 
person. Therefore, the amount of money which is injected by cash grant has increased 
drastically.  
Supporting the sustainability of return and reintegration of returnees is one of the 
main responsibilities of UNHCR. According to UNHCR official website (2012), the 
total budget of the mission for the year 2012 is US$ 139,569,070 of which US$ 
77,535,733 is allocated for reintegration.  This budget is usually used for reintegration 
projects which help returnees to reintegrate into the society. UNHCR shelter programme 
is one of the main reintegration projects which helped to complete 200,000 homes for 
returnees‟ families. The program was launched in 2002 and has been an important 
element of reintegration of Afghan returnees. According to UNHCR website (2010) it 
has cost US$ 250 million and 1.4 million people has benefited from this project. 
Moreover, The Ministry of Refugee and Repatriation in coordination with other 
ministries and international organizations and donors such as UNHCR and UNDP are 
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planning a new programme which focuses on reintegration of returnees. “Voluntary 
Return and Reintegration program” has four components namely: access to basic 
services, livelihood & economic integration, capacity development, and is focused in 48 
sites (UNHCR, 2012). The total fund for the implementation of this programme is about 
US$ 227 million and is mostly covered by donors.  Under this program, communities 
which are receiving large number of returnees will be selected and infrastructure project 
will be implemented to boost the local economy and promote livelihood opportunities. 
In addition, surrounding community also benefits from these projects. Approximately, 
650,000 will benefit in these 48 sites (UNHCR, 2012). 
5.3.2 Flow of skills and education  
 
One aspect of mass repatriation of refugees is that they bring skills, education and 
capital to their home countries. Though poverty and lack of financial capital is the 
primary obstacle for development but human capital is very important for development 
and transformation of capital and skills are beneficiary for development. Afghanistan 
lacks skilled staff and this is one of the major impediments to development in the 
country.  
Afghan refugees had undergone a considerable degree of occupational 
transformation. According to Keshavarzian (2005) Afghans who sought refuge in Iran 
and Pakistan were predominantly from the lower socio-economic class and came from 
rural areas. However, they did not return as rural people and the majority of them have 
developed new skills in exile. 
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Table 5.1 Occupational Transformation of Informants 
 
Respondents Name Professional Situation before 
leaving Afghanistan 
Profession in Iran Profession after repatriation 
Abbas Farmer Radio and TV repair Policeman 
Morteza Shopkeeper Carpenter Carpenter 
Mahdi Second generation Student/Veterinary TV director 
Joma Khan Farmer Trade Owner of ice making factory 
Nasir Student Student/Computer operator Government employee 
Qorban Ali Farmer Owner of glassmaking 
workshop 
Trade 
Mohammad Anwar Farmer Worked at sleepermaking 
factory 
Works at bakery 
Akbar Second generation Tailor Tailor 
Raza Shopkeeper Worked at shoemaking factory Shopkeeper 
Mahmood Second generation Student Employee in private sector 
Ghulam Sakhi Heavy machine operator Owned tailor shop Unemployed 
Mohammad Second generation Student Owns cafe net 
Azizuallah Farmer Shopkeeper Chef 
Faisal Second generation Worked at shoemaking factory Employee in private sector 
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Ahmad Zia Student Student/Tailor Government employee 
Majid Second generation Daily labur Shopkeeper 
Hamid Student Student Government employee 
Matin Second generation Tailor Waitress/Singer 
Younous Student Student Engineer 
Emal Second generation Student Media 
Kaveh Second generation Media Media 
Jalal Second generation Student Government employee 
Hakima Second generation Student/Carpet weaving Midwife 
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Respondents of this study were asked what were their occupations before leaving 
Afghanistan, what they did in Iran and what are their current professions. These 
questions helped the researcher to investigate occupational transformation and level of 
education of respondents. As seen in Table 5.1 these returnees have brought education 
and some skills with them. Some of them were able to find employment or establish 
their own employment opportunities due to skills and education obtained in Iran. Abbas, 
a 50 year old guy, from Ghazni described how he learned radio and TV repair in Iran. “I 
worked in my own farm in our village. In 1979 when Soviet troops invaded Afghanistan 
I went with my family to Iran and settled in Qom. I worked in a small radio workshop 
while living there. When I returned to Afghanistan I was hired in the communication 
department of police because of my knowledge about those stuff”. Another respondent, 
Morteza used to work in his father‟s grocery shop in Mazar-i-Sharif before leaving 
Afghanistan in 1991. Both his father and he worked in a carpentry shop in Iran for 12 
years and returned in 2008. They have opened their own carpentry in Kabul which 
provides employment opportunities for other workers besides them. 
As mentioned earlier Iranian government did not confine Afghan refugees to 
camps and they were allowed to move with permission. They were responsible to find 
work by themselves and not depend on aid from the government and international 
organizations. This led them to be self-reliant and started to work in various fields. 
According to the International Crisis Group (2009), labour returnees from Iran were 
trained as electricians, plumbers or carpenters and now are rebuilding Afghanistan‟s 
infrastructure. Furthermore, Majidi (2011) conducted a study on returned refugees in 
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urban areas and reports that the unemployment rate among them is 15% which is well 
below the current unemployment rate that is between 25-30%. She concludes this is due 
to their skill set and illustrate a range of skills including tailoring, driving, masonry, 
trade, blacksmith and metal work, carpet weaving, shop keeping, teaching and other 
technical skills. 
Some returnees have also obtained university degrees and others have studied in 
school. Hakima is 32 years who grew up in Iran and studied there. She has graduated 
from Midwifery College in Tehran in 2003. Currently she works for Emergency 
Hospital in Kabul which treats people who are affected by war in remote areas. Jalal, a 
32 years old from Ghazni, is another respondent who completed his school in Iran. “I 
finished my 12 years school in Iran and came to Afghanistan in 2003.  After passing 
university entrance exam, I completed my study in College of Agriculture of Heart 
University. I started to work for the Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development 
after graduation”.   
Due to conditions in Afghanistan, it is difficult to accrue data regarding education 
among returnees. Despite the restricted educational policy of Iran several hundred 
thousands of Afghan children were able to obtain high school education in Iran 
(Olszewska, 2007). According to Iran‟s 2006 census, second generation Afghan male 
literacy rate in Iran is 75.6% compared to 48.3% first generation and for female, 72% 
comparing to 36.4% (Abbasi-Shavazi & Sadeghi, 2011). This indicates that second 
generation Afghan refugee and returnee have much higher education level compared to 
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their parents. According to Wikileaks (2010), Afghan ambassador to Tehran stated that 
“approximately 7,000 Afghans hold Iranian university degrees including three of 
President Karzai‟s cabinet picks”. This statement indicates that Afghan returnees from 
Iran comprise significant human resource which is needed for governmental and non-
governmental institutions.   
There is no figure about the number of Afghan refugees who became literate in 
Iran. Respondents of this study were asked how many members of their family had 
studied in school while they were in Iran. Out of 199 persons which this study covered 
67 of them did their schooling and college in Iran or were at school prior repatriation. 8 
kids were in elementary school, 18 in secondary school, 26 in high school before 
repatriation. It should be noticed that due to new restrictions on education of Afghan 
students most of them were schooling in schools which are run by Afghan refugees 
themselves. In addition to that, 15 people have graduated from universities in Iran. Out 
of 15 who hold university degrees 8 of them are females. Saito, (2009) states that while 
Afghan female refugees in Pakistan were mostly allowed to attend madaras (schools 
which focus on the teaching of holy Quran) by their families, their counterparts in Iran 
were allowed to attend normal schools and study until higher grades. 
The growing literacy rate among Afghans in Iran and the economic situation has 
also influenced the position of Afghan women. Keshavarzian (2005) traces the Afghan 
traditional gender and family norms prior to displacement and during exile and 
highlights how women have been empowered during refuge-hood. Furthermore, 
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Olszewska (2007) points out that rising levels of education, decreasing fertility rate and 
women‟s public presence increased their independence. Though traditional Islamic 
values emphasize that men are responsible for providing livelihood but this thought has 
changed in exile. Due to economic hardship and restriction by Iranian authorities, 
Afghan men were no longer able to provide for their families and this caused new 
coping strategies namely increase in women working. In the long term this improved 
women‟s position and its economic and financial role.  
According to Olszewska (2007), Afghan women were able to attend university in 
different cities, teach in self-run schools, and participate in social and cultural activities 
including the organizing of polling for Afghanistan presidential election in 2004 and 
foster new generation of Afghan women in Iran. She adds that many of these women 
became pioneers in various fields such as the arts, media, sports and politics after their 
return to Afghanistan. Azra Jafari is one example of such pioneer women. She is the first 
female mayor who was appointed by president Karzai in 2008. She lived as refugee in 
Iran and ran self-run schools in Mashhad and worked as activist among refugees 
(Diplomaticourier, 2011). Moreover, Afghan women established self-run schools in Iran 
to educate their children after the new restrictions were issued which banned the 
schooling for undocumented children. Hoodfar (2007) suggests that establishing self-run 
schools mostly by women gave them knowledge and expertise in variety of areas such as 
financial and resource planning and management.  
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According to ILO (2012), some returnees transfer their savings and practical sense 
of entrepreneurship from exile to start new business activities in Afghanistan. 
Furthermore, International Crisis Group (2009) states that returning entrepreneurs and 
traders not only contributed to Afghanistan‟s economy but also created jobs in the 
economy which was crippled by years of instability. The report also mentions that 
Herat‟s economic development is partly because of returnees‟ investment in transport, 
communication and property which is significant. 
It is generally agreed that refugee returnees transfer their savings when they 
repatriate. Respondents of this study were reluctant to talk about the amount of money 
that they brought from Iran. The saving is usually used for housing and daily lives in the 
early stage of resettlement. On other hand, financial resources that returnees bring could 
be utilized to set up small businesses and other economic activities. Only one respondent 
mentioned that he brought enough money to establish business. Another respondent 
have reported that though he has significant amount of capital in Iran, he hasn‟t 
transferred it to Afghanistan. This respondent returned to Afghanistan in 2004 because 
he wanted his children to get an education. He claimed that he owns glassmaking work-
shop in Iran which worth 150,000,000 Rials (US$ 123,000). “Afghanistan is not safe and 
the future of the country is unpredictable. Taliban have become stronger than the early 
years. At the beginning I wanted to sell my workshop and invest the money in 
Afghanistan but I changed my mind, especially after Taliban started to attack major 
cities” said Qorban Ali from Bamiyan. His workshop is run by his Iranian partner and he 
regularly visits Iran.  
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This case shows that though refugees might have capital in exile, not all of them 
are eager to transfer it. Apparently for him, security is the main concern. It could not be 
denied that the security of Afghanistan has deteriorated since 2005. In addition, there is 
a big concern among Afghans that with the withdrawal plans of the U.S and NATO 
forces in 2014 the country might return to chaos. Qorban Ali prefers to keep his lifetime 
savings which is his capital in Iran and receive his monthly profit rather than risking the 
transfer of his capital into Afghanistan. 
As mentioned previously four respondents of this study reported that they receive 
remittances. According to Kronenfeld (2011) returnees are twice more likely than non-
returnees to receive remittance from relatives living abroad. According to the survey 
carried out in Afghanistan by Kronenfeld (2011) in 2011, 58.2% of Afghan reported that 
they received remittance from Iran and it can be concluded that 2.6 million Afghans 
relied on remittance from Iran. The average amount of remittance from Iran is between 
US$ 500-1200 per family annum (Pasha, 2008). Estimate of remittance flow to 
Afghanistan is several hundred million annually and it is used for paying for education 
and new businesses. It could also be used for house construction and consumption 
expenditures.  
Respondents of this study were asked of the main fields that returnees from Iran 
contribute. Majority of them agreed that returnees from Iran contributed in variety of 
areas including media, civil society and education. A few respondents mentioned that 
some returnees helped the economy through transferring their capital to Afghanistan and 
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establishing trade. Kaveh, 30 years old, working for the private TV channels in Kabul 
postulated, “the contribution of returnees from Iran is more obvious in private media. 
Most people who work in media are those who had lived in Iran and learned such skills 
through workshops and courses. They came here and established some TV channels 
which are really popular nowadays”. Hakima from Ghazni who works in hospital in 
Kabul said, “Among civil right activists there are many returnees from Iran. They could 
not battle for their rights in Iran but they came here and as an Afghan try to lead the 
country to become ideal society”. Another respondent Younous who finished his 
schooling in Iran and studied engineering in Kabul University after repatriation 
postulated: “we could say that the role of returnees from Iran is significant. They bring 
new ideas from a developing country like Iran. Some of them return with university 
degrees and education and entered the labour market of Afghanistan. This has improved 
the economy of Afghanistan”. He continued, “those returnees with experience in 
marketing in Iran started the trade between the two countries. By importing some goods, 
they fulfill the demands of Afghan population and help our country. They also pay tax to 
the government which increases its revenue”. Majid who run his own grocery shop in 
Kabul said “some returnees learned some skills in Iran and established some workshops 
in Afghanistan. This is how they help Afghanistan in my opinion”. Jalal from Ghazni 
said: “some returnees have brought some skills which were not popular in Afghanistan. 
Perhaps one of such area of contribution of returnees is in the media sector. Many 
Afghans were able to gain knowledge about filmmaking, photography and acting. In 
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addition, I think significant proportion of elites among Hazara ethnic group have studied 
in Iran and now work in Afghanistan”. 
Not all respondents were optimistic about the contributions. Mohammad from 
Wardak stated, “we were forced to leave the country and fortunately or unfortunately 
our parents chose Iran for resettlement while they could have gone to other developed 
countries. In Iran we were able to study in lower levels of education but if we went to 
other countries we could complete our study at higher levels and now we could have 
played a more positive role”. On the other hand,  Emal from Mazar-i-Sharif said, “I 
divide Afghan refugees in Iran into two categories; the first category are those who 
learned a skill and had better income and other ones are those who always worked as 
daily labor. The children of these two categories are totally different. For the first 
category, their children were able to study until higher levels and apparently they are 
more successful upon return. But for the other category, their children were not able to 
finish their school because their parents could not afford sending them to self-run 
schools. Therefore, many of their children left school and started to work as daily labor 
to help their families. I believe the roles of these two categories are different when they 
return to Afghanistan”. 
According to Jamjam online (2012), Mohsen Pakaeen the head of Afghan desk in 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Iran said 12,000 Afghan have graduated from Iranian 
universities. Aside that 316,000 students studied in Iranian schools. In addition, 
thousands of Afghan refugees have returned with years of experiences and skills in 
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different fields. Returnees with education and skills with no doubt comprise significant 
human capital which Afghanistan lacks. Returnees themselves are aware of their ability 
and contributions to Afghan society. Returnees face enormous challenges and 
discrimination but their contribution is widely recognized. In the interview the UNHCR 
spokesman in Kabul stated that “There are now hundreds of newspapers and radio 
channels, and at least eight TV stations in Kabul alone, and I would say 80 per cents of 
them are run by returnees. Many such returnees have also contributed to building a 
democratic state, supporting, for instance, women‟s participation in the public sphere, 
upholding civil rights or participating in democratic debate. Returnees have also actively 
participated in the formation of the elected government” (International Crisis Group, 
2009). 
Respondents of this study were asked if returnees from Iran were able to bring any 
positive change. Matin said “refugee who came from Iran were able to adjust themselves 
with the situation in Afghanistan. They wanted to have the same ideal life in Iran for 
Afghans inside Afghanistan and started to battle for that. That is why many civil right 
activists had lived in Iran for a period of time of their lives”.  Another respondent, 
Hakima said : “it is natural that our lifestyle (returnees), our attitude had its own impact 
on Afghan society though it is a conservative society, For example, the clothing of 
Afghan people is changing, they (Afghans) gradually try to dress like those Afghans 
who returned from abroad. Even the hairstyle of young Afghans has been copied from 
returnees. Ahmad Zia mentioned, “I think returnees from Iran have brought a cultural 
package with themselves. Gradually while living here they try to feed Afghan society 
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with the culture that they brought because they want to live besides these people 
(stayees)”. Majid also said, “returnees from Iran tried to change people more than trying 
to adjust with this life. The cultures that they brought have changed Afghan society 
somehow and this is a positive impact” 
On the other hand, some disagreed and believed that returnees have changed the 
society in a negative way. Joma khan from Farah stressed, “Unfortunately some 
returnees from Iran who are mostly young people became addicted in Iran which is a 
huge loss”. He added, “due to restrictions by the Iranian government, many young 
Afghan refugees were affected by emotional turmoil, they couldn‟t study and work and 
that led them to drug addiction. Nowadays we see many of them in Kabul”. Azizuallah 
also reported this issue. “Big percentages of addicted Afghans are returnees from Iran. 
This is the souvenir of our refugee-hood in Iran” said Azizuallah. 
It is important to understand that returnees are not a homogenous group. So far 
more than one million Afghan refugees have returned from Iran and among this figure 
there might be an enormous number of educated and skilled Afghans. They had the 
opportunity of living in Iran and through interaction with Iranian people they may have 
experienced positive change. According to Kamal (2007, p.37) returnees had the chance 
to solidify their identity in exile and recognize the positive contributions of their exile as 
follow: “awareness of a larger world, greater gender sensitivity and strong education”. 
Through transferring these values, returnees could bring positive change to Afghan 
society. On the other hand, some returnees might be a source of problems for Afghan 
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society. According to Afghanistan outlook website (2012), there are about 70,000 
addicts in Herat province and most of them are refugee returnees from Iran. This figure 
shows that the change that returnees might cause could be read from both sides. 
5.4 Life Comparison 
 
Respondents of this study were asked how do they find their life in Afghanistan 
after repatriation in comparison with their time in Iran. Out of 23 respondents, 11 of 
them have mentioned that their lives have improved in Afghanistan, 5 reported that their 
life is the same as Iran and 7 stressed that their lives got worse in Afghanistan. Every 
group had its own justification. 
Those who believed that their lives have improved in Afghanistan mentioned 
access to education, employment opportunities and absence of discrimination towards 
them as the main reason for such perceptions. Joma Khan from Farah who lives with his 
four sons and four daughters in Khair Khana said: “in Iran our kids could not go to 
school but here they can go to public school and gain education. From an emotional 
point of view, we feel more comfortable here because this is our country and we do not 
face humiliation”.  Another respondent Hakima 33 years old woman who studied 
midwifery in Iran and works in a hospital explained” I have a good job here and it is 
much better than what I did in Iran. In addition, I have good social position among our 
community. We also do not face discrimination as we did in Iran”.   
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On the other hand, lack of employment opportunities, utilities and security 
concerns were raised by those who were not positive about life in Afghanistan and 
believed that their lives have got worse. Ghulam Sakhi 70 years old from Urozgan 
believed that Iran was better for him in term of income and better healthcare.  “In Iran I 
had my own tailor shop and had good income but here I can‟t make enough money. My 
wife is sick, the healthcare expenses are really high here and the doctors are not as good 
as doctors in Iran. In Iran I spent little money on health but here I have to spend a lot of 
money in hospitals and pharmacies” said Ghulam Sakhi. Another respondent Abbas also 
mentioned that security was better in Iran. He also complained that all houses in Iran are 
provided with cheap piped gas and they used gas for cooking and heating. But in 
Afghanistan, families need to spend significant amount of money on gas or coal for 
keeping their houses warm.  
Some respondents mentioned that their life was the same was in Iran. For these 
people they saw good side of life in Afghanistan such as freedom and basic civil rights 
and the negative side such as backwardness and corruption. Azizuallah, a 41 years old 
man, from Heart said “we can‟t compare our lives here with life in Iran, Iran had better 
employment opportunities, better education system and welfare but people don‟t look at 
you as foreigner. We regained our identity here and from an emotional point of view. 
From security point of view, Kabul is secure compared to southern Afghanistan”. 
As you can see, 47 percent reported that their lives have improved, 21 percent as 
the same, 30 percent believed that their lives had worsened. Those who believe that their 
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live have gotten worse, tried to compare their lives in Afghanistan to Iran. These people 
should mind that Afghanistan was devastated by three decades of conflict and could not 
be compared with life in Iran. Apparently, these people expect Afghanistan to be like 
Iran in terms of infrastructure and employment opportunities. While there was full scale 
war in Afghanistan Iran benefited from oil money and decades of stability.  In addition, 
those who believed their life is the same saw both negative and positive sides of lives in 
Iran. On the other hand, some benefited from employment and education opportunities 
in Afghanistan. These people faced serious restriction in these areas in Iran and for them 
Afghanistan is a safe haven in which they can work and educate. 
It should be also noted that most of those who mentioned that their lives have 
improved returned to Afghanistan before 2005. Kronenfeld (2011) studied 1,113 
returnees and found that 71 percent of the returnees reported that their lives had 
improved since returning to Afghanistan. He claims that earlier returnees are more 
positive than later returnees and argues that there are two interpretations for this high 
satisfaction among early returnee. They might had more social and economic resources 
or they had more time to adjust with new life in Afghanistan. Furthermore, according to 
International Labor Organization (2012) returnees who returned in early years after the 
collapse of Taliban often had the qualification, economic resources and social network 
and have better condition. 
 
119 
 
5.5 Summary 
 
This chapter reported and analyzed the main reasons behind the repatriation of 
refugees from Iran. Apparently, most of the repatriation has occurred under significant 
pressure from the Iranian government namely through restriction on employment and 
education. In addition, the main challenges that returnees from Iran faced were 
discussed. It is clear that housing represents the main obstacle for many returnees. 
However, majority of the returnees faced problem in social reintegration into Afghan 
society which discriminated them. Moreover, returnee‟s capital from Iran was 
investigated and it was found that returnees contributed significantly in variety of fields 
including media and education through their refugee experiences. 
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CHAPTER 6 
Conclusion and Recommendation 
In last decade more than 5.7 million Afghan refugees have returned mainly from 
neighboring countries. Though their return was praised by international community and 
the Afghan government in the early years, later on they began to realize that poorly 
managed repatriation of refugees will create problems for the state and refugee 
returnees. Moreover, those refugee returnees brought significant skills and education,  
their talent haven‟t been utilized properly. This chapter summarizes the main 
reintegration challenges that refugee returnees from Iran face. In addition, it highlights 
how returnees could play a positive role in the development of Afghanistan. 
6.1 Outcomes for Research Objectives 
 
The general objectives of this study were to discover why significant repatriation 
movement took place and what kind of obstacles those who have returned face. In 
addition, it tried to explore the capital which they brought from Iran and how these 
refugee returnees assessed their life since repatriation from Iran. In order to achieve the 
last objective, the study investigated the occupational transition of these refugee 
returnees which they experienced before, during, and after their exile. This study 
compared the result of previous studies and provided comprehensive insights on the 
issue of reintegration challenges. The research also provided some description about 
returnee‟s capital that refugee returnees have brought from Iran. 
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Returns of refugees provide significant benefit to the government and pose 
enormous challenges to the state at the same time. The empirical findidngs of this study 
are mixed. If repatriation of refugees is managed in a good way it could contribute to the 
development of the country. On the other hand, poor management of repatriation could 
create immense challenges for both refugee returnees and the state.  Returnees are not a 
homogenous group and represent diverse social and economic classes. Returnees‟ 
population varies from unskilled workers to highly educated elites. Despite the fact that 
all of them have had acquired some skills while in exile.  
Repatriation of Afghan refugees in the last 10 years has been enormous. Since 
establishment of a new government in Afghanistan in 2002, more than 5.7 million 
refugees have returned. Though in the early stage, the government considered return of 
refugees as welcome for its legitimacy but later on it realized that their unmanaged 
repatriation posed problems for the new state. On the other hand, the government has not 
been able to utilize the return of refugees which consider significant human capital in 
term of skills, education and financial resources.  
 The findings of this study are similar to the studies carried out in other countries 
that have witnessed mass return of refugees. According to those studies, lack of housing 
and property disputes (Macdonald, 2011), economic reintegration and employment 
(Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission, 2011) and social reintegration 
(Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission, 2011) are the main challenges 
that returnees faced. Regarding returnee‟s capital, some studies (Helling, 2007; 
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Juergensen, 2000; Long, 2010) provide evidence that return of refugees trigger flow of 
aid and returnees contribute to their home country through the skills and capital which 
they acquire in exile. 
6.1.1 Repatriation 
 
There are various reasons behind the repatriation of refugees. In the case of 
refugee returnees from Iran, most of them decided to return under significant pressure of 
the Iranian government. Since the Iranian government has shifted its policy from open 
door to encouragement for repatriation, Afghan refugees faced enormous restrictions on 
employment, education and travel in Iran. As response to these restrictions, some 
Afghan refugees have repatriated. In addition to the push factor from Iranian 
government, second generation Afghans return to their country to enjoy their basic civil 
right and freedom. For these people who were deprived from these rights during life in 
exile, Afghanistan is a place where they can study, work and travel without any 
restriction.  
Though the literature shows that refugees prepare for repatriation this study 
found out that most repatriation may take place without significant arrangement. This 
might be partly because of the significant pressure from the Iranian government which 
restricted the employment, education and movements of Afghan refugees. Therefore, 
they did not have the time to prepare. On the other hand, some of them thought that with 
their skills, savings and network need not make any arrangement and can resettle easily 
without facing many problems. However, some returnees consulted friends, relatives and 
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family members for finding employment. This strategy reduced the risk of long period 
unemployment upon return. While others sought suitable housing before repatriation, 
those who had enough capital tried to purchase land for house construction. Moreover, 
gradual return is another strategy which Afghan refugees adapted to reduce the risk of 
displacement. They sent one family member to assess the situation in Afghanistan and 
after receiving the green signal the rest of the family joined that member.  
6.1.2 Reintegration challenges 
 
Among the main challenges which refugee returnees from Iran faced, lack of 
housing tended to be their major problem. Most Afghan refugees who had lived in Iran 
were from rural areas before exile but upon return they were reluctant to return to their 
areas of origin. This is due to security concern and lack of economic opportunities in 
rural areas. Therefore, majority of the refugee returnees chose big cities such as Kabul 
for resettlement. This issue led to the increase of real estate prices and rents in large 
cities. As a result, families spend significant amount of their income on rents. 
Furthermore, Land Allocation Scheme which is governed by the Ministry of 
Repatriation and Refugees has not been able to solve this challenge. Many returnees 
denied knowledge about the scheme and those who applied have not received their plot 
or not have enough resources to construct it. 
 Unemployment is another significant factor which hampers the reintegration of 
returnees. Though the unemployment rate is less among returnees than stayees, still 
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returnees suffered from this problem. Afghanistan‟s economy has been devastated by 
decades of war and ongoing conflict also has negative impact on it. For those returnees 
who returned with no significant skills, finding jobs in small labour market of 
Afghanistan was a difficult task. Moreover, those who returned with education degrees 
faced difficulties in applying for jobs in governmental organizations in the absence of 
network and strong connections.  
Refugee returnees usually adapt the culture of host countries and upon return face 
difficulties for integrating into society. This issue is more obvious on second generation 
refugees who were born or grew up in Iran. Returnees from Iran are identified by their 
distinct clothing and accent. As a result, they faced harassment in streets, workplaces 
and schools. Unfortunately, Afghan society holds negative perception about returnees 
and see them as people who left the country and lived a prosperous life in Iran while the 
rest of the population stayed and suffered. In addition, stayees see returnees as potential 
competitors in the field of employment and education. Most returnees have suffered in 
exile and felt discriminated there. Upon return they expect to be treated equally and with 
dignity. Discrimination of returnees might result in their isolation and depression which 
may have negative impacts on Afghan society. 
6.1.3 Returnee‟s capital  
 
There is a traditional perception of returnees that they are a burden to the state and 
the rest of the population. We cannot deny that returnees like the rest of Afghanistan‟s 
population face enormous challenges but at the same time, they contribute to their 
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country. Afghanistan has suffered from a long-term conflict and lost significant human 
capital essential for rebuilding the country. Returnees are not passive actors as perceived 
by the Afghan government. Through living in Iran they learnt to take advantage of the 
least opportunities available for them. 
Though it is agreed that refugee returnees from Iran include people who are in 
need of financial and psychological assistance, this study shows that they can also bring 
positive change to Afghanistan. As they return, they bring skills, education and financial 
resources. There is a perception in Afghanistan that Afghan diaspora that returns from 
the West and work for temporary periods in Afghanistan contribute to the state,  but this 
study shows that refugee returnees from Iran could act as “agents for development” as 
Keshavarzian (2005) call them. 
 One of the ways that returnees contribute to state and people is that return of 
refugee stimulates the activity of UNHCR and other agencies. Therefore, they allocate 
significant amount of money to help refugee returnees. The money which flows through 
these agencies include assistance packages by UNHCR and host countries, and 
reintegration projects by international donors. It should be noted here that beside 
returnees, the community which receive them also benefits from such projects. 
 Returnees also comprise significant human capital which could help 
development of their home country. Afghan refugees underwent significant occupational 
transformation in Iran. They settled in different areas of Iran and started to work in 
various fields. Some of them have worked in occupations which do not exist in 
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Afghanistan. In addition to that, the literacy rate has increased significantly among 
Afghan refugees in Iran. Though, Afghan refugee‟s education was restricted in Iran but 
they have studied in self-run schools. Some have been able to enter universities and 
obtain higher degrees. Those refugees with skills and education could play a significant 
role for their country upon return. The contribution of refugee returnees from Iran is 
recognized. Some refugee returnees work in Afghan media, some are involved in civil 
society while others teach in higher education institutions. 
6.1.4 Life comparison  
 
The findings of this study shows that majority of the returnees believe that their 
life has improved since repatriation. For them access to education, employment 
opportunities in Afghanistan and absence of discrimination are the indicators of life 
improvement. On the other hand, for those who consider their life have gotten worse 
since repatriation, lack of employment opportunities, poor infrastructure and security 
concerns are the main issues which make their life difficult as compared to life in Iran. 
However, some of returnees see both negative and positive side of life in Afghanistan 
and think that their lives remain as the same as in Iran. 
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6.2 Recommendation  
6.2.1 Reintegration challenges 
 
As mentioned earlier returnees from Iran faced three major problems. Namely 
these problems are lack of housing, limited employment opportunities and social 
reintegration. Reintegration of refugee returnees does not happen automatically. 
Therefore, stakeholders should create social and economic capacity in the areas where 
returnees settle.   
Afghan government and UNHCR as main stakeholders should take various 
measures to tackle these problems. Longer intervention by UNHCR and donor 
community is required to create better environment for the return of refugees to their 
home country. They should provide more financial resources in order to help the 
reintegration of returnees. In addition, Afghan refugees in Iran track the destiny of those 
who returned. Therefore, Iranian government should direct more resources in the areas 
which are settled by refugee returnees. The successful reintegration of those who 
returned encourages more Afghan refugees to return home. 
Access to housing and land is very essential for the reintegration of returnees. As 
evidences showed most returnees cannot return to their places of origin. They end up 
settling in big cities. LAS which is the main program by Afghan government to tackle 
this problem tends to be ineffective. As a result, revision of LAS is essential in order to 
ensure its transparency, beneficiary selection, location and planning.  Returnees have 
lived side by side in exile and have long history in exile. Settlement of returnees from 
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different ethnic groups and language groups promote the sense of co-existence among 
Afghans. In addition to that, refugees were deprived from the right of owning property 
in Iran. Owning house and land in Afghanistan promotes a sense of belonging and 
patriotism among them. Moreover, Afghan government should provide loans for needy 
returnees in order to help them with the construction of their houses under LAS. 
Furthermore, if the government is unable to provide land to returnees it could study the 
provision of low rent housing for those who are in high need. 
The government should guarantee the return of properties to their owners who fled 
the country.  Property disputes mechanism should be revised in order to be more 
transparent and effective. UNHCR and other NGO‟s should provide legal assistance for 
those returnees who are suffering from property disputes. Resolving property disputes 
will reduce the economic pressure which is endured by those families who are affected. 
In addition, it shows to returnees that their government and international community 
won‟t leave them alone.  It promotes trust between one these two parties.  
The record shows that upon returning, refuges receive no significant assistance 
from neither UNHCR nor Afghan government. Therefore, there is a need for long-term 
support for refugee returnees to reintegrate into Afghan society. UNHCR and other 
donor communities should hire some of their personnel from returnees. In addition to 
that, they can use semi-skilled and unskilled returnees working in their projects all over 
Afghanistan.  
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It is obvious that in the light of lack of employment opportunities in Afghanistan 
unemployment among unskilled returnees remain one of the main problems. Bilateral 
agreement between Afghanistan and Iran which legalizes the employment of those 
returnees who are qualified for working in Iran should be considered. This helps them to 
sustain their families in Afghanistan. Moreover, Iranian government usually complains 
about illegal entry of Afghans into its territory in search of jobs. To tackle this program, 
Iran should invest more in Afghan economy and create more employment opportunities 
in the areas which returnees from Iran settled.  
In the absence of investment, provision of small loans to skilled returnees for 
establishment of small businesses should be considered. For skilled returnees without 
social network, it is essential to provide them with information about labour market in 
Afghanistan. In addition, equal access to jobs for returnees should be guaranteed. In 
addition, vulnerable returnees‟ families should be provided skill training in Afghanistan 
to avoid their returning to Iran. 
Regarding social reintegration, in collaboration with UNHCR the Afghan 
government should launch media campaigns to promote the importance of national unity 
and eliminate the discrimination of refugee returnees. Creating a positive environment 
for returnees will lead to the social inclusion of returnees. Reintegration of returnees 
should be monitored on a long term basis in order to accumulate lessons from their 
reintegration. Such lessons could be used to improve further programmes which aim at 
social reintegration of returnees (Saito, 2008). 
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6.2.2 Returnee‟s capital 
 
International community should provide more resources to host countries such as 
Iran and Pakistan in order to encourage them to train more refugees in terms of 
education and skills. In addition, the government of Iran in coordination with UNHCR 
should identify the potential refugees in Iran and develop their skills in the fields that 
meet Afghan labour market demands. Establishment of a data base which keeps records 
of returnees, their skills and education in order to utilize their potential for using it in 
various areas would be essential. Educated returnees should be identified by the Afghan 
government and UNHCR and be hired for their field of expertise. 
6.3 Implications for Future Research 
 
Returnees‟ lives in Afghanistan are a complex issue. Because they come from 
different social and economic classes, they face different obstacles. On the other hand, 
they bring various types of skills and education.  In this study the common challenges 
that returnees from Iran faced have been analyzed. Moreover, a limited description about 
their capital was given and it was highlighted that they play a positive role in the 
development of their country. 
In order to improve research on refugee returnees, future research should combine 
both quantitative and qualitative methods. As Hussein (2009) indicates, combining 
qualitative and quantitative methods improve both internal consistency and 
generalization. Accordingly, the researcher can validate qualitative results by 
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quantitative data. In this study qualitative methods using, in-depth interviews, focus 
group interviews and personal observations were used. Snowball sampling strategy was 
used for this study which has its own limitation and the result cannot be generalized. By 
mixing the two methods the researcher can overcome this limitation. 
This study was carried out in two neighborhoods in Kabul which are known for the 
concentration of refugee returnees. These research sites might not fully represent 
returnee‟s population from different social and economic groups. Future studies should 
be conducted on a larger scale in order to include returnees‟ population in other large 
cities such as Herat and Mazar-i-Sharif which are also destinations of many returnees‟ 
families. In that case representation of returnees from different backgrounds, ethnic 
groups, social and economic groups would be guaranteed.  
6.4 Summary  
 
This chapter summarized the main challenges that refugee returnees from Iran 
faced and indicated that although coming from different backgrounds they shared 
common obstacles. In addition, it highlighted that these refugee returnees have 
transferred significant capital to Afghanistan and through that they play an active role in 
the development of their country. This study provided some recommendations for 
improvement of returnee‟s life and tackling the problems that hamper their reintegration. 
Furthermore, some suggestions were proposed in order to utilize returnee‟s capital for 
further development of Afghanistan. 
132 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
Abbasi, M.J. (2005). Afghan Refugees in Iran: Socioeconomic Realities and Policy 
Concerns. Paper presented at Afghan Population Movements. Kabul. Afghanistan 
Research and Evaluation Unit and Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  
Abbasi-Shavazi, M. J. & Glazebrook, D. (2006). Continued Protection, Sustainable 
Reintegration: Afghan Refugees and Migrants in Iran. Afghanistan Research and 
Evaluation Unit.  
Abbasi-Shavazi, M.J.  & Sadeghi, R. (2011). The Adaptation of Second-Generation 
Afghans in Iran Empirical Findings and Policy Implications. Washington, D.C. 
Middle East  
Abbasi-Shavazi, M. J, Glazebrook, D. Jamshidiha, G.  Mahmoudian, H & Sadeghi, R. 
(2005). Return to Afghanistan? A Study of Afghans Living in Tehran. Afghanistan 
Research and Evaluation Unit.  
Adelkhah, F. & Olszewska. Z. (2007). The Iranian Afghans. Iranian Studies, 40(2), 137-
165. 
Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission, (2011). Fifth Report Situation of 
Economic and Social Rights in Afghanistan.  
Afghan Interim Administration (2001), Decree 297 
Afghanistan National Development Strategy, (2008).  
Amnesty International, (2003) Afghanistan: Amnesty International's recommendations 
regarding refugee returns.  
Amnesty International (2003b), Afghanistan Out of sight, out of mind: the fate of the 
Afghan returnees. London, International Secretariat.  
Afghanistan outlook website (2012), Retrieved in October 2012 from 
http://outlookafghanistan.net/editorialdetail.php?post_id=3369 
Barfield, T. (2010). Afghanistan; a cultural and political history. United Kingdom: 
Princton University Press. 
Bascom, J. (2005). The Long ”Last Step”? reintegration of repatriates in Eritrea. Journal 
of Refugee Studies, 18 (2), 165-180. 
Bano C. , Rottlaender,  A. Sanchez-Bayo, A. & Viliani, F.( 2003). Bridging the Gap 
Involuntary population movement and reconstruction strategy. CRIC, Brussels, 
133 
 
European Commission. Retrieved in June 2012 from 
http://reliefweb.int/report/world/bridging-gap-involuntary-population-movement-
and-reconstruction-strategy 
Berg, B. L. (2004). Qualitative research methods for the social sciences. U.S: Pearson 
Education Company. 
Black, R & Koser, K, (1999). The End of Refugee Cycle. Black & K. Koser (Eds), The 
end of the refugee cycle( pp 2-17). U.S :Berghahn books. 
Blitz, B. (2005). Refugee Returns Civic Differentiation and Minority Rights in Croatia 
1991–2004. Journal of Refugee Studies,18(3), 362-386. 
Blitz, B.K, Sales, R.&Marzano, L. (2005). Non-voluntary return? The politics of return 
to Afghanistan. Political Studies 53. 182-200. 
Bradley, M (2006). In safety and dignity: refugee returns, redress and post-conflict 
Security. Paper presented at Development and Global Inequality Youth 
Symposium, Vancouver: Canada. 
Central Statics Organization of Afghanistan (2012). Population of Kabul City by District 
and Sex.  
CIA factbook (2012), Retrieved in October 2012 from 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world 
factbook/fields/2119.html?countryName=Afghanistan&countryCode=af&regionC
ode=sas&#af. 
Cornish, F., Pletzer, K. & MacLachlan, M. (1999): Returning Strangers: The Children of 
Malawian Refugees Come “Home” .Journal of Refugee Studies, 12(3), 237-264. 
Diplomaticourier, (2011), Profiles in Politics: Azra Jafari of Afghanistan, Retrieved in 
October 2012 from http://www.diplomaticourier.com/blog/2011/09/profiles-in-
politics-azra-jafari-of-afghanistan. 
Dumper , M. (2007). Comparative perspectives on the Repatriation and Resettlement of 
Palestinian Refugees the cases of Guatemala Bosnia and Afghanistan. Israel and 
the Palestinian Refugees, 387-407. 
Eastmond, M. ( 2002). Reconstruction and the politics of homecoming repatriation of 
refugees in Cambodia. Goteborg University, Working Paper No. 1 
Eastmond, M. (2006): Transnational Returns and Reconstruction in Post-war Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. International Migration, 44 (3), 237-264. 
134 
 
Eastmond, M & Ojendal, J. (1999). Revisiting a “Repatriation Success” The Case of 
Cambodia. Black & K. Koser (Eds), The end of the refugee cycle (pp 2-17). U.S 
:Berghahn books. 
Farhad, N. (2011) Returnee Reintegration. Paper presented at UNHCR Policy Review 
Workshop. Kabul  
Farsnews (2011). Refugee returnees from Iran have occupied high ranking position in 
Afghan government. Retrieved in June 2011 from: 
http://www.farsnews.com/newstext.php?nn=13910719001053 
Faubert, F, Mojaddedi A. & Sofizada A.H (2005), Repatriation and Reintegration: as 
Appraisal of Progress in Afghanistan. Kabul, UNHCR‟s Office.  
Franz, B. (2010). Returnees Remittances and Reconstruction International Politics and 
Local Consequences in Bosnia. The Whitehead Journal of Diplomacy and 
International Relations 
Gulzari, K. (2012), Will Afghan Returnees Cause Conflict within Afghan Localities, 
Pakistan, High British Commission.  
Hanafi, S. (2012). The impact of Social Capital on the Eventual Repatriation Process of 
Refugees. Paper presented at the Stocktaking Conference on Palestinian Refugee 
Research , Ottawa: Canada 
Helling, D. (2007). State of the displaced: the role of returning displaced persons in 
post-conflict state reconstruction. London. Development Studies Institute, 
Working Paper No.  07.80 
Hussein, A (2009). The use of Triangulation in Social Sciences Research: Can 
qualitative and quantitative methods be combined? Journal of Comparative Social 
Work 2009/I.   
International Crisis Group (2002). A Half Hearted Welcome Refugee Return to Croatia.  
International Crisis Group, (2009). Afghanistan: What Now for Refugees? Report No 
175.  
ILO (2012), Afghanistan: Time to move to Sustainable Jobs Study on the State of 
Employment in Afghanistan. 
Jacobsen, K. (2001). The Forgotten Solution: Local Integration for Refugees in 
Developing Countries – New Issues in Refugee Research, Evaluation and Policy 
Analysis Unit Working Paper No. 45; UNHCR: Geneva 
135 
 
Jamjam Online. (2011) Services which provided for Afghan refugees are significant. 
Retrieved in June 2011 from: 
http://www1.jamejamonline.ir/newstext.aspx?newsnum=100811266471   
Jazayery, L. (2002). The migration-development Nexus: Afghanistan case study. 
International Migration, 40(5). 231-252. 
Juergensen, O.T.  (2002). Repatriation as peace building and reconstruction: the case of 
northern Mozambique, 1992-1995. New Issues in Refugee Research, Working 
Paper No. 31.  
Hoodfar, H (2007). Women, Religion and the „Afghan Education Movement‟ in Iran. 
Journal of Development Studies,43(2), 265–293. 
Kalof, L., Dan, A. & Dietz, T. (2008). Essentials of social research. Berkshire: Open 
University Press. 
Kamal, S. (2007), Afghan refugee youth in Iran and the morality of repatriation, 
Retrieved in October 2012 from 
http://sarahkamal.com/uploads/2/9/5/8/2958511/morality_of_repatriation.pdf 
Kamal, S. (2009) Repatriation and reconstruction Afghan youth as a burnt generation in 
post-conflict return. Retrieved in October 2012 from 
http://sarahkamal.com/uploads/2/9/5/8/2958511/burnt_generation.pdf 
Kaplan, R. (2001). Soldiers of God: With Islamic Warriors in Afghanistan and Pakistan. 
Vintage: U.S 
Keshavarzian, G. (2005). The Transformation of the Afghan Refugees:  A study of the 
Impact of the Displacement on Afghan Women and Children Living in the Islamic 
Republic of Iran and Pakistan (Master thesis, University of Tufts, 2005). Retrieved 
from 
http://repository01.lib.tufts.edu:8080/fedora/get/tufts:UA015.012.DO.00088/bdef:
TuftsPDF/getPDF 
Kibreab, G. (2002): When Refugees Come Home: The Relationship Between Stayees 
and Returnees in Post-Conflict Eritrea. Journal of Contemporary African Studies, 
20 (1), 53-80. 
Kronenfeld, D.A. (2011), Can Afghanistan Cope with Returnees Can returnees Cope in 
Afghanistan A Look at Some New Data. Washington, D.C. Middle East Institute.  
Kumari, S. (2012). Burmese refugee women and the gendered politics of exile, 
reconstruction and human rights. Center for non-traditional studies. Working 
paper No. 9 
136 
 
Long. K. (2010). Home alone: A review of the relationship between repatriation, 
mobility and durable solutions for refugees. UNHCR Evaluation PDES.  
Macdonald, I. (2011). Landlessness and Insecurity: Obstacles to Reintegration in 
Afghanistan. Middle East Institute.  
Majidi, N. (2012), Returnee reintegration, What are the standards? Paper presented at 
Ministry of Refugee and Repatriation, Reintegration Workshop, Kabul.  
McLellan, J. (1996). Fading Hopes: Struggles for Survival among Cambodians 
Repatriated from Thai Refugee Camps. York Lanes Press: York City. 
Monsutti, A. (2007). Migration as a Rite of Passage: Young Afghans Building 
Masculinity and Adulthood in Iran. Iranian Studies, 40(2), 167-185. 
National Geographic (2003). National Geographic Population Map. Retrieved in 
October 2012 from 
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/ngm/0311/feature2/images/mp_download.2.pdf 
Olszewska, Z. (2007). “A Desolate Voice”: Poetry and Identity among Young Afghan 
Refugees in Iran. Iranian Studies, 40(2), 203-224. 
Omata, N. (2011). Repatriation is not for everyone: the life and livelihoods of former 
refugees in Liberia. UNHCR Evaluation PDES. Working Paper No. 213.  
Pasha, T. (2008), Afghan Labour Migration and Human Resource Development, Paper 
presented at 3
rd
 Economic Cooperation Conference. Islamabad  
Patton, Q.M. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods. California: Sage 
Publications. 
Petrin, S. (2002). Refugee return and state reconstruction:  a comparative analysis. 
University of Oxford, Working paper No.66.  
Pilkington, H. & Flynn, M. (1999). From refugees to repatriate: Russian repatriation 
discourse in meaning. Black & K. Koser (Eds), The end of the refugee cycle (pp 2-
17). U.S : Berghahn books. 
Preston, R. (1999). Researching Repatriation and Reconstruction: Who is Researching 
What and Why? In R. Black & K. Koser (Eds), The end of the refugee cycle (pp 
18-36). U.S :Berghahn books.  
Rajaee, B. (2000). The politics of refugee policy in post-revolutionary Iran. The Middle 
East Journal, 54(1). 44-63. 
Rogge , R. J & Akol, J. O (1989). Repatriation: its role in resolving Africa's refugee 
dilemma. International Migration Review, 23(2), 184-200. 
137 
 
Roy, A. B (2000), Afghan Women in Iran. Refugee Watch: No. 11. June 2000.  
Rubin, B.R. (1996). Afghanistan: The forgotten Crisis. Retrieved in January 2012 from   
http://www.reachback.org 
Qasrat (2012). Statics of casualty of Iraq-Iran war. Retrieved in January 2012 from:            
http://www.qasransite.com/war/page1.aspx?lang=Fa 
Saito, M. (2008). From Disappointment to Hope: Transforming Experiences of Young 
Afghans Returning “Home” from Pakistan and Iran. Afghanistan Research and 
Evaluation Unit.  
 
Saito, M. (2009). Searching For My Homeland: Dilemmas between Borders Experiences 
of young Afghans returning “home” from Pakistan and Iran. Afghanistan 
Research and Evaluation Unit.  
Skran, C. (2010). Returnees in Sierra Leone. Retrieved in June 2012 from 
http://www.fmreview.org/sites/fmr/files/FMRdownloads/en/FMRpdfs/GP10/29.pd
f 
Sepulveda, D.C. (1995). Challenging the assumptions of repatriation. The Courier: 150: 
March-April. 
Stepputat, F. (2004). Dynamics of Return and Sustainable Reintegration in a Mobile 
Livelihoods Perspective. Danish Institute for International Studies, Working Paper 
No.10. 
Stigter, E. (2006). Afghan migratory strategies – an assessment of repatriation and 
sustainable return in response to the convention plus. .Refugee Survey Quarterly, 
25(2), 109-122. 
Stolen, K.A. (2004). The Reconstruction of Community and Identity among Guatemalan 
Returnees. European Review of Latin American and Caribbean Studies / Revista 
Europea de Estudios Latinoamericanos y del Caribe No. 77, 3-24. 
Tamang, R. (2009), Afghan Forced Migration: Reaffirmation, Redefinition, and the 
Politics of Aid. Asian Social Science, 5(2), 3-12. 
Tober, D. (2007), “My Body Is Broken Like My Country”: Identity, Nation, and 
Repatriation among Afghan Refugees in Iran. Iranian Studies, 40(2), 263-285. 
Turton, D. & Marsden, P  (2002). Taking Refugees for a Ride? The Politics of Refugee 
Return to Afghanistan. Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit.  
Vorrath, J. (2007). The political mobilization of returnees in post conflict transitions of 
the Great Lakes Region. Center for Security Studies: Zurich. 
138 
 
Wikileaks (2010), Cable 10KABUL436. Retrieved in October 2012 from 
http://cablesearch.org/cable/view.php?id=10KABUL436 
World Bank. (1998). Post-Conflict Reconstruction: The role of the World Bank. 
Worldbank: Washington DC. 
UNHCR (2012a) 2012 Regional Operations Profile - Asia and the Pacific Working 
environment. Retrieved in October 2012 from 
http://www.unhcr.org/pages/4a02d8ec6.html 
UNHCR (2012b). 2013 UNHCR country operations profile – Afghanistan. Retrieved in 
January 2012 from http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e486eb6.html 
UNHCR (2012c). Global Trends Report: 800,000 new refugees in 2011, highest this 
century. Retrieved in October 2012 from http://www.unhcr.org/4fd9e6266.html 
UNHCR (2008), Land Allocation Scheme  
UNHCR. (2012d). Shelter 
UNHCR (2012e). The Voluntary Return & Reintegration, Program Outline. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
139 
 
APPENDIX A 
Interview/Focus Group Questions 
 
Purpose of the Interview/Focus Groups 
The aims of this in-depth interview/focus group questions are to get information about 
the motivation which led to their repatriation. In addition, it helps to have better 
understanding of main challenges that refugee returnees from Iran face. Moreover, these 
questions are also used to returnee‟s capital of refugee returnees from Iran. 
 
Background Information  
Nickname of the head of household: ___________ Sex:_______ Age:_______________         
Profession _________Region of origin______________Religion___________________                         
Year of leaving Afghanistan__________________Place of living in Iran_____________              
Year of return___________ Duration of refugee hood____________________________                                    
Time of interview: Duration:_________ From:___________To:________Date:_______ 
Place of interview:________________________________________________________                           
  
Questions 
1. Repatriation 
 What are the main motivations for your returning to Afghanistan? 
 What kind of assistance did you receive from UNHCR/Iranian government? 
 What kind of arrangements did you make prior repatriation? 
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 Have your family returned gradually? Why? 
 
2. Reintegration  
 What are the main challenges that you and your family face in Afghanistan? 
 How did you solve this problem? 
 How is your housing status? 
 How much you spend for rent or bond for month? 
 How much is the income of your household for month? 
 Have you applied for LAS? Did you receive your land plot? 
 Is your family affected by property dispute after repatriation? 
 Do you receive remittance? How much is the amount of remittance that you 
receive monthly/yearly? Where does the money come from? 
 
3. Returnee‟s capital  
 What was your occupation before leaving Afghanistan? 
 What did you do for living in Iran? 
 What is your current occupation? 
 Did you or any other members of your family have obtained university degree in 
Iran? 
 What is the size of your family? How many members of your family were at 
school prior repatriation? Which levels? 
 How much saving have you transferred from Iran? 
 What are the main fields that returnee‟s from Iran contribute? 
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 Do you think returnee‟s from Iran have made any positive change on Afghan 
society? 
 
4. Life comparison  
 How do you assess your situation after repatriation compared to your life in Iran? 
 How did it improve/worse/remain the same? 
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 اهداف مصاحبه/گروههای متمرکز
ي هصاحبَ/گزُِّای هتوزکش ایي است کَ هِوتزی اًگیشٍ ُایی کَ باػث ػْدت هِاجزیي ضذٍ ُذف سْالاُای ای
است هْرد بزرسی قزار بگیزد. بؼلاٍّ اس ایي سْالات بزای استخزاج هؼلْهات در هْرد هِوتزیي هؼضلاتی کَ 
ای تحلیل هِوتزیي ػْدت کٌٌذگاى اس ایزاى با آى رّبزّ ُستٌذ استفادٍ خْاُذ ضذ. ُوچٌیي اس ایي سْالات بز
حزف ّ تحصیلاتی کَ هِاجزیي افغاًی در ایزاى آًزا فزاگزفتَ اًذ ّ بَ افغاًستاى اًتقال دادٍ اًذ استفادٍ صْرت 
 هیگیزد.
 
 معلىمات شخصی
  ____________________جٌس__________________سي____________________اسن هستؼار
  _ _____________________هذُب__________________ّلایتّظیفَ___________________
  _______________________هحل اقاهت در ایزاى_____________________تاریخ تزک افغاًستاى
  ______________________هذت هِاجزت در ایزاى__________________________تاریخ ػْدت
  _______________ریختا________تا:___________اس::________________سهاى هصاحبَ: هذت
  هکاى هصاحبَ:_____________________________________________________________
         
 سىالات
 ػْدت -1
 هِوتزیي اًگیشٍ ػْدت ضوا بَ افغاًستاى چَ بْدٍ است؟ 
 دریافت کزدٍ ایذ؟ /دّلت ایزاىچَ ًْع کوکی اس کویطٌزی هلل هتحذ در اهْر هِاجزیي 
 گزفتَ بْدیذ؟ ىبل اس ػْدت بَ افغاًستادگیِایی قچَ آها 
 چزا؟آیا فاهیل ضوا یکجا ػْدت کزدٍ اًذ ّ یا در هزاحل هختلف؟ 
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 طِاچال -2
 هِوتزیي هطکلاتی کَ ضوا بؼٌْاى ػْدت کٌٌذٍ اس آى رًج هیبزیذ چیست؟ 
 چگًَْ ایي هطکلات را حل ًوْدٍ ایذ؟ 
 ّضؼیت هسکي ضوا چگًَْ است؟ 
 ي هیپزداسیذ؟ چَ هقذار کزایَ هاُیاًَ ّ یا رُ 
 درآهذ ًسبی فاهیل ضوا چقذر است؟ 
ثبت ًام کزدٍ ایذ؟ آیا تا بحال  دآیا ضوا بزای سهیٌِایی کَ بزای ػْدت کٌٌذگاى تْسیغ هیطْ 
 سهیي را دریافت کزدٍ ایذ؟
 آیا در طْل هِاجزت جایذاد ّ حْلی ضوا غصب ضذٍ است؟ 
آیا ضوا کوک هالی اس خارج دریافت هیکٌیذ؟ هقذار هاُیاًَ ّ یا سالیاًَ ایي کوک چقذر است؟  
 ایي کوک هالی اس کذام کطْر بَ ضوا هیزسذ؟
 
 
 سزهایَ ػْدت کٌٌذگاى -3
 ّظیفَ ضوا قبل اس تزک افغاًستاى چَ بْدٍ است؟ 
 در هذت اقاهت در ایزاى اس چَ راُی اهزار هؼاش هیکزدیذ؟ 
 وا چیست؟ّظیفَ فؼلی ض 
آیا ضوا ّ یا فزد دیگزی اس فاهیل ضوا در ایزاى تحصیلات داًطگاُیی خْد را بَ اتوام رساًیذٍ  
 است؟
چٌذ ًفز اس اػضای فاهیل هطا قبل اس ػْدت در هذرسَ اػضای فاهیل ضوا چٌذ ًفز ُستٌذ؟  
 سبق هیخْاًذًذ؟ در کذام صٌف؟
 قال دادٍ ایذ؟چَ هقذار سزهایَ اس ایزاى با خْد بَ افغاًستاى اًت 
 هِوتزیي ػزصَ ُایی کَ ػْدت کٌٌذگاى اس ایزاى در آى ًقص بسشایی دارًذ چَ بْدٍ است؟ 
 بَ ًظز ضوا ػْدت کٌٌذگاى اس ایزاى باػث بِبْد ّضؼیت در افغاًستاى ضذٍ اًذ؟ 
 
 هقایسَ سًذگی -4
 ؟ّضؼیت فؼلی فاهیل خْد را بؼذ اس ػْدت در هقایسَ با سًذگی با ایزاى چگًَْ هیبیٌیذ 
 چگًَْ بِتز ضذٍ است/بِتز ضذٍ است/ هساّی هاًذٍ است؟ 
 
 
 
 
